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Abstract 
 
 
 
Can learning save the sandcastle? A case study of facilitating change at 
an Australian manufacturing facility. 
 
 
 
The focus of this work-based action research project was attempts to change 
practice in a manufacturing facility. Plasticproducts is a medium sized light 
manufacturing operation responding to the new commercial realities of the 
globalised and deregulated Australian marketplace. The organisation has 
published a manufacturing improvement strategy designed to raise 
productivity and assure its future viability.  
 
Consistent with the objectives of the Strategy, this project examines 
processes aimed at changing practice at Plasticproducts. Within the local 
context, the impacts of constructionist-learning techniques are assessed, and 
the influence of power relationships on practice are analysed from data 
derived through workplace conversations and questionnaires.   
 
The paper concludes that role tension and associated; knowledge, power, 
time and ethical conflicts impacted the process of collaborative learning and 
the rate of change in practice. As the profitability squeeze slowly and 
relentlessly tightens, a depressing outlook is envisaged for those employed at 
the factory.    
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 
 
 
We’re globalising……….. 
But we don’t like competition! 
 
   Lyric extract from ‘All God’s Children’ N. Finn & T. Finn. 
From ‘Everyone is Here’ CD. The Finn Brothers, 2004. 
 
As the words of Neil Finn succinctly state, the world is globalising and 
unprecedented commercial competition is the result. As individuals or as a 
collective, our like or dislike of this situation is arguably a moot point because 
we have little power to control the matter. Irrespective of our view, our 
challenge as individuals and as organisations is to determine how we will 
respond to the inevitable forces of the globalised market.  
 
Manufacturing is an example of a market segment that is changing 
dramatically under the forces of globalisation. The dominance of western 
powers has shifted to the developing east where lower labour wage rates 
have substantially reduced manufacturing costs. The once mighty British 
shipbuilding and American automobile industrial empires are disappearing. 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that many Australian manufacturing 
organisations have also been impacted. Sadly, factory closures have become 
mundane news.  
  
This work-based research project examines the response of one Australian 
manufacturing facility to the threat of globalisation. It focuses on attempts to 
foster change in practice using an action research methodology. The 
organisation, Plasticproducts1, is a medium sized light manufacturing 
operation producing plastic food packaging. Employing over 200 people in its 
outer Melbourne suburban location, Plasticproducts is a tiny portion of an 
international company of over 18,000 employees. While these employees 
arrive for their shift each day in much the same way as they have for decades, 
a menacing yet largely unrecognised change is occurring. Globally, profit 
levels are in decline and this trend is expected to continue unless substantial 
changes are made. 
 
To fully understand the threat, the local Australian market needs to be 
analysed. On examination, a near textbook case of Porter’s (1985) model of 
competitive strategy is found. Two dominant supermarket chains are exerting 
largely unfettered buying power over their suppliers, driving down the price 
they pay for supplied goods. This power is an uncompromising force that pays 
little attention to past relationships and performance. Cost is king. Quality and 
service are assumed. Plasticproducts is feeling the effects of this market 
dynamic. They were replaced as supplier of a major brand of yoghurt 
packaging after a competitor offered a substitute tub at the same price as the 
Plasticproducts unit, even though it is more costly to produce. The 
                                            
1
 To protect the organisation, a pseudonym is used. 
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supermarket thereby extracted a superior looking product from this supplier 
without paying anything more for it. In another case a different yoghurt maker 
successfully negotiated a reduction in price for its packs from Plasticproducts 
after commencing a tendering process that threatened the loss of all 
packaging supplies to that customer. Plasticproducts was forced into a corner 
with a choice of either agreeing to some loss of profit or risking the loss of all 
profits derived from sales to that customer. And while price concessions are 
given to customers, manufacturing costs continue to rise, pushed by the 
relentless pressure for wage increases. Company profits are therefore being 
squeezed in the pincer-like grip between these two opposing forces.  
 
In response to this profit squeeze, Plasticproduct’s parent organisation has 
developed productivity improvement plans. Clearly Plasticproducts would be 
advantaged if the implementation of these plans resulted in improved 
workplace practice, productivity and profitability. In a broad sense this project 
unfolded in the context of the implementation of this plan called the Global 
Manufacturing Strategy. Within this context, the four objectives that the project 
sought to address were: - 
 
• To implement change in the manufacturing setting using the Global 
Manufacturing Strategy as a guide. 
• To increase the capacity of the managers who were accountable for the 
implementation of the Strategy. 
• To improve the productivity and profitability of the company. 
• To make a contribution to professional knowledge, in particular, the ways 
that change is facilitated in an Australian manufacturing setting. 
 
As the project progressed and I became more knowledgeable about the local 
context, the processes of change, and the practice of research, two key 
questions emerged.  The first concerned knowledge and learning: Can 
constructionist-learning techniques be used to foster change in practice in a 
manufacturing setting? The second was centred on power and the impact that 
power had on the initial objectives of this project: What impact do power 
relationships have on changing practice in a manufacturing setting? This 
second question directly emerged from the frustrations and mistakes of the 
early stages of the project. In time these two questions fuelled this practitioner 
research project. 
 
This exegesis begins by outlining the research approach that was adopted for 
the project. In this case, practitioner research, where the practitioner 
researching his or her own practice (Brown & Waterhouse, 2002), was 
selected.  This approach allows the practitioner to investigate their own work 
situation, particularly work that is important and relevant to them.  Brown 
proposes that practitioner research is aligned with the escalating need for 
growth and knowledge, especially knowledge that ‘works’.  It is concerned 
with what Gibbons (1994) referred to as Mode 2 or practical knowledge.  
Practical knowledge is cross-disciplinary, and is produced in the context of the 
application.  This stands in contrast to Mode 1 or propositional knowledge that 
is disciplinary and primarily cognitive.  Practical knowledge allows for the 
understanding of, and creation of more effective and efficient workplace 
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practice. As a practitioner, this approach gave me the advantage of 
investigating work that is critical to both the organisation and me. Specifically, 
practitioner research aims to improve my own practice. 
 
Action research is well placed to produce practical knowledge as the process 
involves taking action in the research setting, and the collection and analysis 
of data. This data is typically what was said and what was observed as the 
action impacts on the participants. Proactive action research, a cyclical 
process outlined by Schmuch (1998), where an action precedes the collection 
and analysis of data for determination of a subsequent action, is used in this 
project.   
 
The research context and setting is described in Chapter 3. The analogy of a 
sandcastle facing the rising tide is used to assist the reader associate with the 
destructive threat that globalisation brings to Australian manufacturing. 
Productivity data is provided to substantiate that the shape and look of the 
beach is changing due to the uncontrollable power of the waves. If each 
sandcastle represented a manufacturing organisation, the forces of the waves 
have consumed some, while others have been rebuilt on foreign shores. The 
fortifying strategies at the Plasticproducts sandcastle are then introduced. 
These strategies provide a framework within which this project sits. 
 
Chapter 4 critically analyses the planning, action and reflection that occurred 
during the course of the project.  Although there was some overlap, events 
have been ordered into three chronological action-research stages. The first 
stage details the conceptualisation of the project. This occurred while 
attempting to use a consultative change approach to an organisational 
restructure. The reorganisation aimed at the creation of multi-functional work 
teams and reduced levels of supervision. Both these objectives were 
described in the Global Manufacturing Strategy. The Strategy also claimed 
that employee involvement was a key principle of the Strategy, though quite 
how this was to be achieved was not as evident. During this preliminary stage 
data was collected using a research journal. The second stage of the project 
focuses on attempts to improve the management practices of participants 
through a series of action-learning workshops. Data was collected using 
written questionnaires. In Stage 3, questionnaires were used again, followed 
by informal interviews with a select number of participants in an attempt to 
create a deeper understanding of the factors involved in participant decision-
making around the implementation of the Strategy. Unfolding events are 
described to detail the conflicts and tensions experienced during the project.  
 
This project had four particular objectives. The final chapter returns to these 
four objectives. What is clear is that change in practice was limited. Three 
reasons for this outcome are proposed. The first reason focuses on own my 
skills as a practitioner, in particular my inability to introduce a constructionist 
approach to learning. The second considers the voice of the participants and 
their struggle to regain power and control when faced with changes that they 
did not like or agree with. The third reason focuses on the context and the 
conflicts inherent to the project setting. It is concluded that power and the 
sense of powerlessness are central to the outcomes of the project. The 
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impact of this conclusion on the sandcastle is then discussed. This final 
chapter also examines the process of conducting practitioner research in a 
manufacturing setting. Power, knowledge, time, and ethical conflicts were 
encountered. These conflicts made the research process very difficult, to the 
point that the process may not be possible in such a setting.
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Chapter 2 - Research approach 
 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to set out the approach and processes that 
guided this research. It has been divided into four sections, the first focuses 
on the discipline of defining the research purpose and methods, the second 
outlines ethical considerations, the third section describes the participants, 
and the last, the data collection techniques.  
 
In considering the research design and methods, Kayrooz and Trevitt (2005) 
suggest the researcher commence by first defining the research purpose and 
approach. They state that the research purpose defines the reason for the 
research, while the approach defines the foundations for guiding the research. 
The purpose of the project was to use systematic workplace-based research 
as a vehicle to change management practice in a manufacturing environment. 
In order to understand the factors that affect change in practice, I decided to 
conduct the research considering the perspective of those executive 
managers setting the Manufacturing Strategy and those further down the 
management chain who were expected to enact it. The participant group 
therefore included managers from different levels in the organization’s 
hierarchy. My organisational position fell between the executive management 
group and the managers accountable for the day-to-day activities in the 
factory. As the Manufacturing Manager, I reported to senior executive 
managers who participated in this project, but had middle managers reporting 
to me who also took part. 
 
In considering the research approach, a fundamental question is concerned 
with the concept of truth. This project is based on the principle that truth or 
knowledge is constructed or interpreted by individuals as they experience 
their world. The interpretative approach appealed as its collaborative basis, 
where knowledge is co-produced through the sharing of views and beliefs, is 
consistent with my own values and needs.    
 
 
Methodology 
 
An action research approach was embraced for this workplace based 
practitioner research project.  In particular the project was informed by the 
action research cycles typified by Kemmis & McTaggart (1988), but this model 
did not fully fit this project as it is not fundamentally about justice and 
empowerment in the way Kemmis envisaged. The notion of practitioner 
research articulated by Brown (2002), the proactive action research cycle of 
Schmuch (1998), and the work of Reason (2001) who used the concept of 
first, second and third person research resonated.  
  
Action research is based on the premise that knowledge is constructed 
socially. Burr (1995) identifies four assumptions of the social constructionist 
position; that the world is known through human experience which is largely 
influenced by language, that knowledge is historically and culturally specific 
because of the impact of language, that it is sustained by social processes, 
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and that knowledge and social action go together through the interconnected 
patterns of communication behaviour. 
 
Mountney (1996) comments that action research is usually concerned with a 
local problem in a local setting where the people responsible for a situation or 
outcome are involved in improving it. In that way, action research is both 
participatory and collaborative. He recommends that as many people 
impacted as possible be involved in the action learning cycle. He adds that 
people investigating their own practice rather than the practice of others carry 
out action research. Rather than the researcher being an academic, action 
research involves practitioners theorising about their own situation.  
 
The notion of practitioners rigorously researching their own practice was 
important for this project.  Brown & Waterhouse (2002) define a practitioner 
researcher as ”those that are researching their own work practices” (p. 1). 
They argue that practitioner action research offers the practitioner the 
advantages of depth of understanding of practice that is important to them, 
often missed by more traditional, objective outsider approaches. They add 
that this form of research is often specific to the researcher’s situation, small 
scale and often associated with enhancing performance through reflective 
practice.  Brown comments that practitioner research identifies insights, 
values and understandings of practice, and builds upon this knowledge. Often 
the researcher is motivated to conduct the study to understand and improve 
their situation.  
 
While the emancipatory nature of action research proposed by Kemmis and 
McTaggart (1988) is not consistent with the setting for this research, they offer 
a four-step model of action research that is used as the basis for the project. 
The stages of an action research cycle are defined as: 
 
• Plan: development of a plan to improve the existing situation 
• Do: implementation of the plan 
• Observe: systematically monitor the effects of the action  
• Reflection: critically analyse the observations and make decisions on 
the impact on the stakeholders and the practice situation. 
 
Schmuch (1998) takes this basic cyclical process a step further. He proposed 
two models of action research, proactive and responsive action research. In 
the proactive model, action precedes the collection and analysis of data. The 
researcher therefore studies the effects of the action. In responsive action 
research the opposite sequence occurs. Data is collected and analysed by the 
researcher before action is defined. In this study, the proactive model, where 
new practice is tried and assessed, is followed. A single cycle of the proactive 
model can be represented in the following cyclical diagram.  
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Step 1
Plan a new practice
Step 2
Try the new practice
Step 3
Collect dataStep 4
Interpret what the
data means
Step 5
Reflect on ways to
improve the practice
Steps of Proactive Action Research
 
 
 
In step 1 of the process a new practice is introduced with the aim of bringing 
about a better outcome. The new practice is determined based on the 
intentions of the researcher. Data outlining participant reactions and practice 
is then collected in step 3. Step 4, making interpretations of what the data 
means follows then step 5, the reflective process of assessing alternate or 
modified practices if the desired or an improved effect is yet to be achieved. 
The continuous cyclical process then recommences with a revised new 
practice as shown in the diagram on the following page. 
 
It is convenient to consider this research project in three broadly chronological 
stages describing three of these proactive action-learning cycles. Each cycle 
involved an objective and intervention aimed at specific changes in practice. 
The proactive initiative enacted with each stage was: - 
       
1. Empowering the team to shape a new organisation structure  
2. Learning about change leadership 
3. Understanding and commitment to the manufacturing strategy 
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Improve
Do
Do
Do
Plan
Plan
Plan
Interpret
Data
Data
Data
Interpret
Interpret
Improve
Improve
Proactive Action Research Cycles
Schmuch, R. A. (1998). Practical Action Research. Cheltenham, Vic: Hawker 
Brownlow Education 
 
 
Three broad levels in which action research can be practiced have been 
articulated by Reason (2001). First person action research focuses on the 
researcher’s own skill and methods, and their capacity to assess the effects in 
the setting in which we are acting. Second person action research addresses 
the researcher’s interactions with participants during the exploration, where 
both seek to improve the situation being investigated. Third person research 
aims to place the study in a wider context of enquiry, where those involved do 
not know each other, but share a common investigative goal. This 
investigation seeks to explore the research purpose at all three levels of 
action research practice.  
 
My assignment as Manufacturing Manager provides an opportunity for first 
person practitioner research reflection and resultant learnings. The intent is 
that these learnings inform my management practice and decision-making. 
The effectiveness and impact of these changes in practice on the manager’s 
who report to me and those who I report to will also be examined to draw 
conclusions that can be applied both within Plasticproducts and more widely 
to the Australian manufacturing sector. 
 
Practitioner type research is not without its critics. Morse (1997) warns that it 
is unwise for a researcher to undertake a study in a setting where they are 
performing the dual role of employee and researcher as the roles are 
incompatible. She argues that work and researcher observations are mutually 
Stage 1 
Stage 2 
Stage 3 
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exclusive activities that may lead to confusion of fellow workers, and place the 
researcher in a position of conflict of interest. She also outlines a stage of 
withdrawal where the researcher loses sensitivity and becomes bored, adding 
that objectivity could be lost at this time. Miles & Huberman (1994) also 
questioned the ability of researchers studying their own practice to avoid 
distortions and self-delusions.  
 
Countering this view, Zuber-Skerritt (2001) defines participant observation as 
research where the investigator is directly involved in the social world being 
examined, arguing that in order to have an impact on learning and teaching, 
research in higher education needs to be action-based to fully describe the 
phenomenon being examined, and to change or improving that situation or 
aspects of it. Zuber-Skerritt argues that this process of improving practice 
occurs as a result of the learning conversations that the researcher has with 
the participants as they share interpretations of meaning of the observed 
events. Schaffel (1996, cited in Zeichner & Noffke, 2001) supported this view 
when he pinpointed that the rationale for practitioner research was “without 
learning there can be no growth, and without growth there can be no change”. 
(p.30). In this way change is intimately linked with the concepts of growth and 
learning. 
 
 
Ethical considerations 
 
A cornerstone of research is the protection of the participants. Action research 
is committed to exploring and then changing the lived realities of the 
participants and the world that they inhabit.  As such it has the potential to 
involve a greater level of interaction and disclosure than other research 
techniques. This disclosure raises the risk of harm and the need for methods 
to protect participants. In research these methods include the requirement for 
participants to give their informed consent before being involved or before 
confidential data is used, and protecting participants from identification. The 
circumstances of this research project provided some specific ethical threats. 
Specifically, there was a dependent relationship between the participants and 
myself, as I was their direct line manager. The normal everyday relationships 
between a manager and those who report to them thereby assumed a new 
level of complexity and accountability when the manager is undertaking a 
research project.  I identified some of these ethical complexities when I 
submitted my Ethics Application.  In particular, I addressed the issue of 
positional power and how this power could impact on the participants of this 
research project. I was concerned that this power could result in participants 
feeling obliged or pressured to take part in the research project, or to respond 
in an agreeable way based on a sense of dependency with myself. 
Participants might feel that my judgement of their workplace performance and 
career prospects may be harmed if they did not take part or gave feedback 
that was counter to their perception of what I wanted.  
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In the light of these ethical sensitivities derived from the imbalance of power, I 
took the following actions: - 
 
• methods of managing the project’s ethical issues were a regular topic of 
conversation between my supervisor and me. The knowledge and 
standing of my supervisor in these matters is reflected in his membership 
of the Departments Ethics Committee. 
• participants were given a plain English language statement about the 
research project. They we then invited to take part and signed consent 
forms.  
• a process was developed to minimise the identification of participants 
while collecting data. The company’s Learning and Development Co-
ordinator collected written feedback information. She compiled this 
information into a secure database without reference to the source of 
particular data, then immediately destroyed the original data that could 
identify the source participant. 
• pseudonyms have been used in this exegesis to provide anonymity to 
participants. Similarly, generic titles such as manager and executive or 
senior manager have been used to avoid identification of participants. 
 
 
Participants 
 
There were a total of 17 participants in the study. All are employees of 
Plasticproducts. They were invited to participate on the basis of the role that 
they filled within the company. Two were executive level managers to whom I 
reported in my position as Manufacturing Manager, six were middle managers 
that reported to me, and nine were first line supervisors. All but one of the 
participants was male. Four participants have completed tertiary level 
education, and nine others have a trade qualification. Most participants had 
completed at least one form of basic management skills training. The 
researcher recruited all of the participants. 
 
 
 Methods - Data collection and analysis 
 
Stage 1 of the project describes a period of some eight to ten months during 
which a major organisation restructure occurred within the manufacturing 
department. This activity took place in response to a specific initiative 
prescribed in the Global Manufacturing Strategy. A consultative approach was 
attempted. This approach was a new management practice. In Stage 1, three 
data collection techniques were used: - 
 
• 40 informal interviews with participants 
• Participant and non-participant observation noted in my research 
journal 
• Participant and non-participant observation noted in one participant’s 
journal 
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Informal ‘interviews’ included conversations that took place during monthly 
performance reviews, conversations that took place as part of the 
restructuring process, and conversations that occurred during day-to-day 
working life. Key conversations have been recorded in my journal.  
 
Stage 2 of this research project covers the activities of the Leadership 
Learning Cluster and three leadership development workshops. In Stage 2, 
data was collected as written responses to questionnaires.  The questionnaire 
administered after each workshop consisted of up to eight questions. 
Responses were received from 10 participants. First order analysis was 
achieved by collating all responses to each question. To assure anonymity 
this step was undertaken by the Learning and Development Coordinator.  The 
data was then aligned against two themes, ‘Actions relevant to intended 
learning’ and ‘Response not relevant to intended learning, and generic 
management speak’. Collated participant data forms exhibits 4 and 5. The 
themed data is displayed as exhibit 6 and 7.  
 
Stage 3 centred on responses to a 23 question written survey covering 
interpretations of the Global Manufacturing Strategy. Responses were 
received from 12 participants. Raw data from Stage 3 was collated against 
each survey question (see exhibit 8). This collated data was then verified.  
 
 
Data verification process  
 
At the completion of Stage 3 interviews were conducted with six participants, 
comprising four managers and two executive managers, to assist in the 
verification and interpretation of the data. These interviews were semi-
structured and were designed to both confirm the data and develop deeper 
understanding for participants and myself. Important features of these 
conversations were recorded in my journal. Data from the executive manager 
interviews was subsequently analysed in two by four matrix format with 
columns headed ‘Positive views’ and ‘Concerns/Challenges’ against the 
following themes; ‘Assessment of the future’, ‘Own assessment of impact and 
effectiveness of Global Manufacturing Strategy’, ‘Assessment of 
Manufacturing Strategy survey responses’, and ‘Identified remedial 
opportunities’. This analysis is displayed as exhibit 9. 
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This chapter has outlined and justified the use of an action research 
methodology for this project. Data collection, analysis and verification 
methods have been explained and ethical considerations, in particular the 
impact of power relationships and how they were managed, have been 
detailed. The stages, and research methods at each stage, are summarised in 
the following diagram. The next chapter describes the context, or setting 
within which the project was undertaken. 
 
 
Stage 1 
 
 Stage 2  Stage 3 
Adopting a 
consultative change 
approach to an 
organisational 
restructure 
 Developing change 
leadership skills 
through action 
learning forums 
 Developing strategic 
thinking and a 
strategic action 
approach through 
analysis and review 
of the Global 
Manufacturing 
Strategy 
Informal interviews 
Journal notes 
Participant journal 
notes 
 Questionnaires  Questionnaires 
Interviews 
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Chapter 3 – On the beach  
 
 
In Chapter 1, the image of sandcastles on a beach was introduced to 
represent the state of manufacturing in the Australian economy. For years the 
sandcastles stood largely protected from attack from the ocean swells by 
government tariffs, a rock wall holding back the tide. In the context of the 
analogy, this chapter has two objectives. Firstly, to explore the beach, 
highlighting the impact on the sandcastles of the crumbling rock wall and 
steadily rising tides. It then proceeds to critically analyse the activity in one 
sandcastle, Plasticproducts, in its struggle to fortify itself against the surging 
waters. 
 
Although their size and number has declined relative to other activity on the 
beach, the manufacturing sandcastles are still sizeable and significant. Data 
from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2005) show that in the fourth quarter 
of 2004 income from sales of manufactured goods and associated services 
was $74.3B, delivering $6.3B of profits. As at February 2005, 1.08 million 
people were employed within the manufacturing sector, earning $45.9M in 
wages and salaries. In 2003-4 merchandise exports classified to 
manufacturing industry of origin were valued at $62.3B. While significant, the 
influence of other sandcastles on other beaches is readily apparent. 
Manufactured imports were valued at $122.8B for the same period. In other 
words, there is a significant in-balance between the manufactured goods we 
exported and those that we imported. The value of goods imported is almost 
twice as much as we export.    
 
While the sandcastle is sizable, its significance is shrinking relative to the 
Australian economy. The 2003 Productivity Commission report, ‘Trends in 
Australian Manufacturing’, found that while manufacturing output has 
quadrupled since the mid 1950s, its portion of total national output has 
declined significantly from one in four dollars in the 1960s to one in eight 
dollars in 2000. The decline in the relative value of manufacturing can be 
attributed to the increasing importance of the services sector in the Australian 
economy.  Moreover approximately 30% of the decline in manufacturing’s 
share of gross domestic product (GDP) has resulted from slower growth in 
manufacturing prices relative to prices of other goods and services.  In other 
words the prices obtained for manufactured products have not kept pace with 
prices for other outputs in the Australian economy. In addition, the report 
outlines that the demand for manufactured goods as a share of consumer 
expenditure has fallen from around 50% in 1959-60, to 34% in 2001-02.  The 
Productivity Commission study found that manufacturing employment had 
declined in relative and absolute terms. This trend has stabilised since the 
1990s. This means that the increase in manufacturing output has occurred by 
way of strong labour productivity growth rather than workforce expansion. 
This has had a dual impact on the Australian economy. The positive effect 
has been increased productivity and its associated supply of additional locally 
made manufactured goods. However this has come at the cost of employment 
growth, meaning that proportionally fewer people are employed in 
manufacturing organisations. At a macro level the internationalising of the 
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Australian economy may have benefits to consumers, but at the local level 
there have been costs in terms of downsizing or limits to the expansion of the 
manufacturing workforce.  
 
Export and imports of manufactured goods show the increasingly globalised 
nature of the segment. The Productivity Commission report - ‘Trends in 
Australian Manufacturing’ (2003) reveals that exports increased from 15% of 
manufactured output in 1989-90 to 24% in 1999-2000. Exports of ‘elaborately 
transformed manufactures’, a category of manufactured goods such as 
electronic equipment and motor vehicles that have been significantly 
transformed from their raw material state, were particularly strong. Imports 
also rose, with domestic market penetration, that is, the proportion of 
domestic sales of manufactured goods that are imported, rising from 25 % to 
36% during the 1990’s. Domestic demand for manufactured goods is 
exceeding locally manufactured goods supply turnover. Freight and insurance 
costs as a share of imports fell by more than 40% in the same period. The 
paper found that the growth of imports from poorer, lower wage countries has 
had some impact on employment in Australian manufacturing, particularly in 
less complex goods production, but that the overall effect had been mitigated 
by transformation to areas of greater comparative advantage. Two groups of 
local industries appear favoured, manufacturing linked to our natural food, 
forest and mineral resources, and differentiated products requiring higher 
levels of skill and research and development (R&D) expenditure. It was 
concluded that while some general trends of growth or decline were apparent, 
islands of competitive advantage could be found within almost all broad 
manufacturing categories.  
 
There have been a number of responses to the rising tide. Some 
manufacturing organisations such as Empire Rubber and AJAX Fasteners 
have gone out of business. Others such as Nissan and Kodak have shifted 
operations offshore to countries with cheaper labour rates. Still others have 
responded by focussing on increasing productivity. The Productivity 
Commission report outlines that labour productivity, the ratio of gross value 
added output to hours worked grew by 3.1% per annum between 1964-65 and 
2001-02. In the period 1974-75 to 2001-02, the increase in real output, that is 
productivity after the affects of changing labour and capital inputs are 
accounted for, has been around 1.6% per annum. This translates to a 
dividend of $400B to Australia’s GDP.  Most of this increase (56% of the 
change between 1988-89 to 2001-02) is attributed to increasing capital 
intensity, predominantly technology advances that have made some capital 
items cheaper and increased the productive capacity at a given capital 
amount. Examples of technology change resulting in improved capability and 
capacity of capital include robotics, logic controllers and automatic 
diagnostics. 
 
Despite the substantial efforts of manufacturers to improve productivity, there 
is evidence that the ocean swell is starting to undermine the sandcastle 
structure. While annual sales of manufacturing goods and services grew by 
5.0% from 2001-2 to 2002-3, wages and salaries growth increased by 8.4% 
over the same period. Company profits fell by 3.1% in the fourth quarter of 
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2004 compared to the previous quarter. Exports fell by 5.2% in the 12 months 
from 2002-3 to 2003-4, while imports remained steady across the same 
period (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2005). Production expansion in the 
September 2005 quarter was the weakest since the September quarter of 
2001, reflecting moderating sales and reduced exports. The net balance of 
firms reporting production increases has fallen to minus 2% from plus 30% in 
the March 2002 quarter. That is, more firms are now reporting that they are 
reducing production than increasing production whereas in 2002 most firms 
were increasing production. Over the same time period, the net balance of 
companies reporting that exports have expanded has moved from +30% to -
5%. Since September 1992, there have only been 14 of the 50 quarters where 
the net balance of firms reported increasing profits (Australian Industry Group 
and Pricewaterhouse Coopers, 2005). Employment levels have stalled, and 
profit levels across the sector are in decline. 
 
 
Fortifying the Plasticproducts sandcastle 
 
The research setting for this project is a medium sized food-packaging 
operation. For the purposes of this research, the company will be known as 
Plasticproducts. The company has been operating in an outer Melbourne 
suburb for some 30 years. Long term relationships with major customers and 
investment in specialist machinery and tooling has given the business a ‘cost 
of capital’ protective moat dissuading new local competitors from entering the 
market segment within which the company operates. Innovative high quality 
printing technology has given the company a competitive edge in the 
marketplace. Over the preceding five years, the Plasticproducts financial 
situation had improved significantly. The major contributors to this result were 
the acquisition of a smaller competitor, and strong growth of pre-packaged 
meat products.  
 
Change is afoot however. Within the Australian supermarket segment there 
are only two major players. Consistent with the industry competition analysis 
work of Porter (1985), this situation gives these companies significant 
purchasing power. They use this power to extract cost reductions from their 
direct suppliers through supply tendering processes. Suppliers to the 
supermarkets are in turn, applying the same process at the next step up the 
supply chain in an attempt to maintain their own operating profit margins. 
Competitor rationalisation is also in progress as companies look for synergies 
to save costs and lift purchasing power. Loss of significant segments of the 
yoghurt packaging business to competitors, and the lowering of selling prices 
through actual, or the threat of supply tendering processes has reduced the 
Plasticproducts profit line. 
 
In response to declining profitability, manufacturing companies and the 
managers who work in them are expected to both develop and implement 
productivity improvement strategies. This expectation is driven by share 
stockholder concerns that acceptable financial returns may be at risk. 
Plasticproduct’s parent company has responded to this challenge through the 
development and publishing of a five-year Global Manufacturing Strategy in 
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2000. The document incorporates guiding principles and specific actions, with 
performance metrics and targets. Manufacturing sites are expected to work 
towards compliance with the goals and initiatives defined in the Strategy. The 
Strategy contents contribute to the context of this research in two ways. One 
of its specific objectives, transitioning to a team-based organisational 
structure, provides the framework for the first phase of this project. A further 
section of the Strategy, entitled ‘People’ has a key objective to ‘Equip people 
with the skills necessary to successfully function in a flat, team-based 
environment.’ Supported by the work of Straughton, Kinnie, Smith, and Davies 
(1992) who found that education and training play a key role in the 
introduction of a manufacturing strategy, the second and third phases of this 
project were aimed at this objective, that is, to improve the knowledge and 
skills of practitioners so that they were more capable of introducing the 
Strategy.   
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Chapter 4 – Attempting new ways of work at the sandcastle 
 
 
This chapter is the core of this exegesis. It describes the project as it emerged 
and developed. In Chapter 2, the action research approach that guided this 
project was outlined. The project setting was then introduced in Chapter 3 and 
compared to a sandcastle on a beach facing the threat of the rising seas of 
globalisation. In a sense, employees of Plasticproducts can be compared to a 
group of children making frantic efforts to brace the sandcastle against the 
powers of the incoming waves. Their efforts to fix broken machines or adjust 
settings to ensure products are made within quality parameters can be 
compared to those of children madly rebuilding a moat, bucketing away water, 
or slapping new sand onto the damaged outer turrets of the sandcastle. While 
the level of effort could not be questioned, there was a futility about the 
activity. The executive director and senior management team at 
Plasticproducts espoused that changes in practice by those working on the 
sandcastle were essential for its survival. They supported their espoused 
changes by citing evidence from across manufacturing in Australia that 
showed that many other sandcastles had been washed away or were 
suffering damage. This project is about attempts to translate the executive 
rhetoric into action, specifically fostering change in practice through 
constructionist education approaches. Returning to the analogy of the children 
at the sandcastle, the aim was to work with them to find new and more 
effective ways of protecting the structure. 
 
The project had three stages. While it is an over simplification to portray this 
complex project as fitting neatly into three discrete phases, the use of this 
segregation assists the diagnosis of the multiple actions and reactions that 
were occurring. Stage 1 centres on the process of implementing an 
organisation restructure. The project intention was to change the way this was 
done, specifically, to attempt a consultative approach to organisational 
change. Previously, organisational change had been attempted by 
instructional approaches, that is, where employees were told what was going 
to happen by their boss. It is during this stage that the extent and difficulty of 
this project was conceptualised. Barriers and tensions that inhibited the 
constructionist learning process began to surface and impact the project.  
Knowledge that emerged from the first Stage was used to establish intentions 
and actions for Stage 2 and subsequently Stage 3 of the project. In exploring 
the process of changing practice during these subsequent stages, a myriad of 
tensions and dilemmas crystallised. This chapter reveals how these tensions 
and dilemmas were resolved, and describes the compromises that were 
struck and the inevitable setbacks that occurred.  
 
 
Stage 1 – Empowering the team to shape a new organisation 
structure. 
 
Plasticproducts released a five-year Manufacturing Strategy in 2000. A key 
objective of this Strategy was the maintenance of international 
competitiveness by increased productivity.  The Strategy document envisaged 
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that this increased productivity would be achieved through organisational 
downsizing– in other words through voluntary or forced redundancies, and 
improved throughput. As the Manufacturing Manager, one of my performance 
goals was to implement these changes. The Global Manufacturing Strategy 
included a section on underpinning principles for its implementation. It 
emphasised employee involvement together with coaching and learning as 
other ways that the organisation would improve productivity. I took this to 
mean that there was a need to foster a collaborative environment so that 
management and staff could identify productivity problems and by working 
together, develop solutions to these problems.   
 
The assumption behind the Strategy and this project was that change on the 
beach was essential if the sandcastle was to survive. There are many models 
for change (see for example Orlikowski & Hofman, 1997, Kanter, 1999, and 
Buelens & Devos, 2004). Kotter (1995) proposed a prescriptive eight-step 
process for transformational change. The eight steps are: - 
 
1. Establishing a sense of urgency – examining the market and 
discussing actual or potential crisis and opportunities 
2. Forming a powerful guiding coalition – establishing a team to lead the 
change 
3. Creating a vision – to help direct the change effort 
4. Communicating the vision – by every possible way and teaching new 
behaviours by example 
5. Empowering others to act on the vision – removing obstacles and 
encouraging risk taking 
6. Planning for and creating short-term wins – driving improvements and 
rewarding efforts consistent with the vision  
7. Consolidating improvements and producing still more change – 
changing systems, structures and policies. Developing new change 
agents. 
8. Institutionalising new approaches – connecting new behaviours to 
corporate success and developing leaders 
 
Kotter argued that each step must be achieved in sequence for a change 
process to be successful, and that if any one step was not comprehensively 
delivered, the sustainability of any change will be at risk. Similarly, the widely 
renowned Seven S system model (Peters & Waterman, 2004) proposes that 
successful change initiatives require attention in seven arenas, namely: - 
 
1. Strategy – clear direction and actions in response to opportunities and 
threats 
2. Structure – division of tasks and methods of co-ordination 
3. Systems – the procedures and process which are used to plan, 
execute, monitor and report the organizations activities 
4. Skills – the things the company does well and the way skills are 
enhanced to meet new challenges to the organization 
5. Staff – the type of people recruited and the way the organization trains, 
develops and utilizes its employees 
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6. Style – leadership and the way it translates aims and objectives into 
action and behaviours 
7. Shared values – the underlying values, philosophies, aspirations and 
beliefs that underpin the organisation 
 
In The Fifth Discipline, Senge (1990) suggested that the creation of a learning 
organisation was paramount for organisational change to occur. He argued 
that a learning organisation exhibited a set of five core competencies; having 
a shared vision of what the future would be like, the ability to empower 
employees to be involved in decision-making and to accept accountability for 
their actions, individuals with high level of skills, the ability to learn from 
experience, and a high degree of systems thinking – the ability to understand 
how our actions affect the whole and how the parts fit together. 
 
Common threads run across the theories of change. The concept of changing 
practice by empowerment, skills acquisition and learning appear in different 
guises. Stage 1 of the project sought to combine the Strategy objective to 
downsize with these principles of involvement and learning. The approach 
was informed by the work of Nohria and Berkley (1994), and Beer (2001). 
Beer describes a model for how change can be achieved as a continuum, with 
a results-driven, top-down lead process at one end of the continuum, and an 
organizational development approach, or bottom-up learning and culture 
transitioning at the other extreme. Organisations that favour the latter 
approach suggest that sustainable change is only delivered through the 
cultural enhancements resulting from an involving and learning process. They 
put the proposition that trust, commitment, competence and teamwork are 
developed because the psychological contract between company and 
employee is reinforced. In contrast, people who prefer the results-driven 
approach argue that the development and learning process takes too long. 
Beer argues that the most effective approach to organizational change is to 
find the right point between the two extremes, employing both result-driven 
top down processes in conjunction with the slower developmental pathway. 
While this sounded logical, this project found the act of blending the right mix 
of directional and developmental approaches extremely difficult to achieve. 
This project explores this difficulty and the conflicts that emerged. In stage 1 
two significant themes emerged. The first theme highlights the impact of the 
difficulty of finding the right blend of directional and consultative leadership 
and the tensions that resulted from a contradiction between espoused and 
actual practice. The second centres on power and its impact on practice and 
changing practice.  
 
 
The gulf between espoused and actual practice. 
 
Despite the potential difficulty of achieving Beer’s mixed strategy 
implementation model, this project commenced with the development of a 
change implementation plan called the ‘Organisational Restructure Process’ 
(see exhibit 1).  A review of this plan was arranged with three of the 
Plasticproduct’s executive managers, Martin, Robert and Peter. The plan 
outlined a multi-staged process involving employees in the development of 
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the new organisational structure. I recognised that this was a new approach to 
change. Early observation and feedback from participants indicated to me that 
there was a gulf between the articulated management view of how change 
would be introduced and the reality experienced on the ground. To borrow a 
concept from Argyris and Schon (1978), there was a clash between the 
espoused strategy of using an involving and educational approach, and the 
strategy in practice. As a researcher, the restructuring plan was designed as 
an intervention to introduce senior managers to the proposed change in 
practice thereby stimulating dialogue and mutual understanding of the new 
practice. As a manager, the document was intended to layout an 
implementation plan for senior manager review and approval, thus signalling 
actions and timelines for goal attainment. 
 
During the executive review of the restructure plan data was obtained that 
gave some understanding of how the perceived gulf between espoused and 
actual practice had come about. Robert gave me instruction on how he 
wanted the changes to be implemented. This left me feeling angry, frustrated 
and belittled as his statement was at odds with the consultative practice being 
proposed. This interaction was significant for a number of reasons. Firstly, it 
showed that there was a difference in my interpretation of the way the 
Strategy should be implemented and Robert’s practice. It emphasised that if 
my interpretation were to be adopted, senior managers would have to change 
their own practices especially in the way that they interacted and 
communicated with their workforce and the shop floor in particular. Secondly, 
it encouraged me to listen more attentively to participants to collect further 
data on the emerging conflict between the written Strategy and its 
interpretation. Finally, I became determined to demonstrate my interpretation 
of the words in the Strategy, that is, to attempt to operationalise what ‘involve’ 
and ‘consult’ meant in action rather than be accused of repeating the rhetoric 
evident in the Strategy document. 
 
Later in the project, Robert commented that, “The Global Manufacturing 
Strategy was written as a guide to Plant Managers, who are expected to 
implement it”. This confirmed that Robert expected lower management to take 
responsibility for the decision-making and leadership to achieve strategic 
goals. My concern was that his practice of instruction did not reflect this aim. 
This contradiction was not lost on middle managers. Jamie highlighted that he 
“did not feel involved or consulted” in previous change programs. Subordinate 
managers often discussed the clash between espoused and practiced 
strategy. Jamie commented that, “Robert launched the Strategy by presenting 
a hundred slides telling us what to do. We sat there waiting for him to finish”. 
Bruce was more scathing, saying that “Management had no idea what was 
going on”. I interpreted these conversations as evidence that these managers 
resented the way they were treated by their executive leaders, and that they 
had lost faith in their executive leaders and the value and importance of the 
Strategy. 
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Practice and power 
 
A second critical incident occurred in Stage 1 at a planning meeting held on 
30th October 2003. At this meeting I agreed to work with Peter to further 
develop the restructure process plan, and agreed that she would lead the 
facilitation of the 2-day reorganisation workshops that I had planned. I was 
reluctant to make these concessions but did so because of Peter’s legitimate 
organisational power. She was hierarchically more senior to me, so I felt 
subtle pressure to concede to these conditions. She stated that it was her job 
to “give me a hand”. I felt untrusted and disempowered. The concessions 
were of concern to me as I felt that I risked compromising the outcome of the 
intervention in both the quality and extent of change in practice. Operational 
staff associated Peter with previous change programs. In Jamie’s view these 
programs had been implemented in an instructional rather than involving and 
consultative way. But recognising her positional power, I chose to adopt a 
collaborative and less assertive approach, attempting to work in with Peter 
rather than against him. As a manager, this served me by avoiding 
unconstructive conflict. As a researcher, this event gave further insight into 
the impact of positional power on attempts to change practice. This impact 
was evident at the completion of the first day of the restructuring workshop. At 
this time I failed to express my true thoughts out of fear of offending Peter. 
Internally I felt things were not going well but instead of saying this we 
concluded that, “things were going OK”.   
  
 
The impact on practice 
 
Analysis of the data (eg. participant comments and my observations noted in 
my journal) gathered during the two-day restructuring workshop reveal one 
key theme. Contrary to my intention, participants did not appear to be 
engaged in the reorganisation process. Instead they sat in silent protest, a 
state I subsequently noted in my journal, perhaps too critically, as ‘mere 
attendance’. An example of this lack of interaction and input was when Peter 
asked, “How should we change our structure?” This question was followed by 
a period of silence after which Peter drafted his own responses on the white 
board. I logged in my journal that ‘The discussion seemed forced and did not 
flow freely’ and ‘The room was very quiet’. At the end of the first day, 
participants quickly left without informal discussion.  
 
The ‘mere attendance’ or apparent lack of active engagement was finally 
broken during the afternoon break of day two. Jamie approached me and said 
that the participants in the room were feeling that the new structure was being 
imposed on them, and that they didn’t see the need for radical change at the 
factory. I was perplexed as to what to do next. Rather than continue to the 
plan, I decided to ‘go with the flow’. On resumption of the workshop, I asked 
the group “What do you want to do from here?” Bruce expressed that “We 
don’t need any of this bullshit. We know what we need to do to change our 
organisation!”  I interpreted this comment as a statement of resistance to the 
implementation of the Strategy. It seemed to be expressed in anger. 
Significantly, both Peter and Robert were not present at this time.   
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There are a number of possible interpretations of this data. One is that 
consistent with their understanding of the gulf between espoused and actual 
practice, participants saw the process as being a token effort to involve them 
and that their views would not be given genuine consideration. This would be 
consistent with their comments on the conflict between the written and 
practised strategy. Another interpretation would be that in circumstances of 
unequal power, they were afraid to express their views and opinions, possibly 
sensing rebuff or embarrassment. At this time I interpreted the data as 
defence driven from a lack of confidence or skills to put the Strategy in place. 
Actions taken in Stage 2 were developed as a result of this conclusion. 
 
In reflection, my practice may have also influenced the data. I had adopted a 
passive role in the room during the reorganisation workshops. In my mind I 
was allowing participants ‘air-space’ to state their views and opinions, so as 
not to dominate the conversation. It is possible that they interpreted my 
practice as being that I too was disengaged, and that they simply followed my 
lead. In reflection, I should have adopted a more assertive approach. I should 
have more openly expressed my view, and should have directly asked the 
same of other participants. In hindsight, in making his telling comment, Bruce 
had opened up an opportunity for dialogue on the participants’ views of the 
validity of the Strategy. As this opportunity was not pursued, it was not until 
Stage 3 of the project (see page 42) that I realised the full significance of this 
comment. It was during this later stage that I recognised that this comment 
was the beginning of a realisation that implementing Beers (2001) mixed top-
down, bottom-up process for change was problematic in this workplace. 
During Stage 3 interviews were held to explore why this might be. In response 
to the question, ‘Under what circumstances do you become engaged and 
committed to strategic change?’ Anthony responded that he would engage “If 
I can see some advantage in it”. Bruce said he engaged when he “agrees with 
it”. He added that, “Without seeing the bigger picture I’m not motivated to 
achieve goals”. Bruce added “I think they would have had more chance of 
engagement if they’d admitted it (the organisational restructure) was about 
span of control (downsizing)”. Jamie admitted that he was “Not engaged in the 
Global Manufacturing Strategy”, adding “Justify it to me. I need to understand 
why”. He commented that he could be engaged “When I can see the benefits, 
when it will generate something useful for us”. Alan said “You will need to 
show why we need to do it rather than ramming it down our throat”.  
 
These comments reinforce that one reason why the participants appeared 
disinterested in reorganising to a team-based structure was that they didn’t 
see an advantage for them, particularly when it would mean that they or some 
of their peers would no longer have a job at the company. It therefore follows 
that they weren’t considering adopting new methods of implementation. 
Returning to the sandcastle analogy, participants were unlikely to be 
interested in changing practices to protect the sandcastle if they either didn’t 
believe that it was under threat or that they would benefit in some way from 
doing so.  
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The impact of strategy mis-alignment on changing practice. 
 
My approach to enacting change at Plasticproducts was influenced by Beer’s 
(2001) approach to change.  However, as Stage 1 evolved into Stage 2 this 
approach seemed to be failing.  Two reasons for this failure seemed to be the 
differences of opinion and more critically the way that power was played out at 
Plasticproducts. Where the views of participants are aligned with the Strategy, 
the theory of Beer may work. In this study, where there was disagreement and 
conflict, attempts to reach consensus on strategy through consultation failed. 
A power struggle and standoff ensued where executive leaders used directive 
methods in an attempt to implement the Strategy, while the organisational 
minnows resisted, mostly through passive means.    
 
The tension that can result if there is a conflict between the strategic objective 
and views of those affected by it were evident during the first review of this 
project held at RMIT in August 2004. In attempting to set the context of why 
practice needed to change, I displayed the following slide.  
 
 
 
 •The way things are done at Plasticproducts will 
need to change dramatically.  
•My objectives are to both deliver workplace 
change and to develop and embed a culture 
capable of sustainable change. 
•A key component of this culture will be managers 
who are armed with the capability to lead change.  
•Exploring how this can best be achieved is one of 
my prime managerial responsibilities, and the 
purpose of this research 
 
My intention was to show that there was a direct link between the By-project 
research objective to change practice, and that of the business. One person in the 
audience asked if my project would result in job reductions. I responded that 
productivity improvements were essential for manufacturing companies to survive 
in the globalised economy, and that these sometimes did result in job reductions. 
Two of other people present immediately seized upon this response, expressing 
their concern of the societal impact of the downsizing processes being undertaken 
by large corporate organisations. Their view was that these corporate practices 
were immoral as the personal hardship experienced by retrenched employees was 
ignored in the chase for profits. 
 
I felt threatened by the intensity in which views were expressed and fumbled my 
way through the discussion, not really knowing what to say. I attempted to explain 
that change in manufacturing was an inevitable result of the changes to 
Government tariff policies and the globalisation of markets. This rationale failed to 
pacify the audience.  
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One person interrupted me in mid sentence, accused me of simply sacking 
staff. Clearly, if an attempt were made to achieve consensus amongst this 
audience it would have failed. Similarly, if the audience were directly affected 
by the productivity improvement strategy, I would expect that they would resist 
its implementation. 
 
  
Reflecting on Stage 1 
 
The objective of Stage 1 of the project was to change the way that 
organisational restructuring was done at Plasticproducts, specifically, to 
attempt a consultative approach to organisational change. As the stage 
emerged it became evident that there was conflict between the organisation’s 
Strategy and reality as practiced. A directive approach to implementing was 
evident. This approach was at odds with my interpretation of its constructionist 
educational intent. Further, there was disagreement on the validity of the 
Strategy’s content resulting in a standoff between the executive manager’s 
trying to implement it, and the middle managers that resisted this through 
passive non-action.  
 
As the Manager under pressure to deliver a result, it was tempting to abandon 
attempts to introduce new practice and revert to the predominant directive 
change management approach highlighted by Allen’s comment “Most people 
here are used to being told what to do”. However, I couldn’t see that a return 
to this predominant style would generate the required results. Secondly, I was 
yet to draw the conclusion that the Beer (2001) theory was flawed in practice, 
and thirdly to discontinue would effectively have ended this project. I chose to 
persist, affirmed by my objective of introducing new management practice, 
specifically to build participant consultative and influencing skills. Consistent 
with my role as a manager, this recommendation was tabled with my 
executive leaders for their approval (see exhibit 2). 
 
At this meeting where the decision to continue was discussed, Robert, one of 
the executive level managers, reinforced his concern that I may not deliver the 
strategic goal through this method when he asked, “How long will you wait to 
see if the incumbents are capable of enacting the strategic direction?” An 
interpretation of this comment is that he was advising me to abandon my 
approach. The immediate impact of this comment was that it caused me to 
become confused. I thought I was doing what the Strategy asked of me and 
questioned Robert’s alignment with the Strategy in practice. I struggled to 
respond to his question, determined that it would be possible to find a way to 
implement the Strategy while using a consultative approach. On reflection this 
was a critical moment. I should have seized the opportunity to discuss 
different approaches and their effect. The longer-term impact of missing this 
opportunity was that it took me months longer to realise that there was a key 
warning in Robert’s response. With disagreement on Strategy content, 
consultation was essentially a waste of time. If Robert had already recognised 
this, it would explain his practice. If I had recognised the impact of Robert’s 
comment it may then have been possible for me to more quickly draw the 
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conclusion that attempting to implement the strategy using a consultative and 
educational approach was not going to be effective.  
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Stage 2 – Learning about change leadership  
 
During Stage 1 of this project it was observed that participants did not initially 
become involved in the task of shaping a new organisation structure. While 
Bruce had said that he knew what needed to be changed, data indicated that 
there was a disconnection between this statement and practice. That is, while 
participants said they knew what needed to change, they didn’t take steps to 
make the changes happen. Initially I concluded that the participants lacked 
the knowledge to know what to do. In other words, I though that they did not 
take action because they didn’t now how to change practice. It was not until 
the interviews conducted in Stage 3 of the project revealed the full extent of 
participants disagreement with the Strategy contents that it the actual reason 
for this observed lack of action emerged.  
   
Data collected during Stage 1 indicated that participants were task orientated 
and machine focused, often reacting in a ‘hands-on’ way to unforeseen 
events. This was later confirmed by four of the participants who reported that 
they were more comfortable being on the factory floor fixing machines than 
thinking about how they could get the operators and maintenance employees, 
whose job it was to run and fix the machines, to do this more effectively or 
productively. While this hands-on approach had some short-term advantages 
as experienced managers often fixed machines faster than factory floor 
employees, it had longer-term disadvantages. More particularly, relying on a 
handful of managers to solve mechanical problems was unlikely to generate 
the productivity gains needed for longer-term business success. My view was 
that the managers needed to focus on being able to change their practices 
and those that worked for them to create a leveraged or multiplying effect on 
productivity improvement. There was never going to be enough managers if 
they themselves had to fix every machine. 
 
My concern that middle managers may not know what to do to change 
practice was supported by the research findings of Doyle (2002).  He found 
that change novices often lacked the knowledge, skills and expertise to adapt 
to the new change leadership demands of their role. Participants in Doyle’s 
study reported that they felt their existing skills and personal capabilities were 
no longer sufficient to manage a change event. They went on to report that 
this created personal and ethical conflicts and ambiguities as they struggled 
with their new role. Doyle found that individual’s lacked the required level of 
interpersonal and communication skills, and emotional resilience to perform 
as effective change agents. He found that this was particularly apparent when 
existing relationships were disrupted by suspicion and lack of trust as change 
initiatives were implemented. Ethical tensions were created as traditional 
sources of workplace power were undermined. Higher levels of political 
expertise were also required. Doyle found that organisations are not providing 
adequate development and support for novice change agents, and that this 
lack of support represented a strategic risk as the likelihood that the desired 
outcome would be delivered was reduced. He recommended that 
organisations introduce structured training, development and emotional 
support to assist novice change agents. Further, training approaches based 
on ‘learning by doing’ appeared to be the most effective, particularly when 
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supported by change experts acting as mentors and coaches. The situation at 
Plasticproducts mirrored Doyle’s findings. Managers who traditionally got 
things done by rolling up their sleeves and picking up the tools were now 
expected to be innovative and to implement change processes to increase 
levels of productivity, quality and customer service. I was convinced by 
Doyle’s argument that I couldn’t expect managers who hadn’t led change in 
practice before to magically know how to do it. Some form of educational 
process would be required to build this knowledge. While Stage 1 explored 
the action learning process, I naively aimed to use it explicitly in Stage 2. I 
assumed that if I brought the participants together and asked them to read 
and examine material on leadership that an open and collaborative learning 
environment would emerge. While I recognised that this process was itself a 
change in practice from the directive style of management evident at 
Plasticproducts, I arrogantly assumed that I could make the new process 
work. I created a learning forum and a set of leadership development 
workshops. The plan was to run each workshop using action-learning 
principles and practices. I called the forum the Leadership Learning Cluster. 
Earlier I noted that middle managers at Plasticproducts were reluctant to 
speak openly in the presence of executive level managers. I therefore decided 
that only these middle managers would be invited to attend.  
 
 
Leadership Development Workshop 1 
 
The aim of the first leadership development workshop was to introduce the 
concept of the action learning process and to engage participants in the 
opportunity to enhance their change leadership skills through the process. I 
assumed that participants saw the need for change in practice in their 
workplace, understood that they had a role to lead it, and would want to 
improve their change leadership skills. In order to communicate the context of 
the forum and the opportunity to be part of the next stage of the project, I 
presented the formal proposal for this research project. The workshop then 
took the form of a question and answer session.  Data was analysed by the 
representation of identified themes. There were two dominant themes, with 
participants aligning themselves to one or the other. The first theme 
categorises a group of participants who stated that they wanted to learn about 
new practice. When asked why they were there, they made comment such as 
“the opportunity to share thoughts and ideas with others”, “to learn from 
others” and “to develop new skills”. 
 
The second theme summarises the data for the remaining participants. There 
was a recurrence of the compliance-based practice as observed in Stage 1. 
That is, these participants appeared to be merely attending. Thinking about 
the second group of participants, after the meeting I wrote that ‘I think I lost 
them’, and ‘There appeared to be fear of disclosure’. I wondered if these 
participants were feeling like guinea pigs in an experiment. Jamie said, “You 
had our attention”, but added, “Some people are only attending because you 
called the workshop”. When asked if their attendance had been influenced 
because the invitation to attend had come from their manager, Graham had 
the courage to say “It was better to be here than not”. One interpretation of 
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Graham’s comment was that on balance Graham thought that it was better to 
be in attendance than to be absent.  Alternatively, Graham may have been 
signalling that he was prepared to explore new ideas. Independent of these 
possible interpretations I saw the attendance of the participants in a positive 
light – at least it provided the opportunity for collaboration. David said, “It 
probably doesn’t matter if we only come because you are our manager, we 
are still learning something”, but supported Jamie’s comment by adding 
“Some of your direct reports will be here because they know you expect it. 
They’re shit scared of losing their jobs.”  
 
The first leadership development workshop therefore reinforced the effects of 
power in the workplace. Data suggested that some participants attended out 
of a sense of compliance to my hierarchical power rather than genuine 
interest to learn about new practice. This was another event that showed that 
some participants would sit in silence rather than express their disagreement 
or lack of understanding of the Strategy. Positional power was sufficient to get 
employees into a room, but not sufficient to get them to participate. This is an 
important finding as positional power is often used in organisations to get 
things done. The data suggests that while the person in positional power may 
believe that they have got things done, the reality may be different. Despite 
this data, I was encouraged by some of the feedback and decided that I would 
attempt to build on any level of engagement achieved in the first leadership 
development workshop. I set out to do this by giving participants an active role 
before, during and after the second cluster.  
 
 
Leadership Development Workshop 2 
 
The objective of leadership development workshop 2 was to respond to the 
data from the first development workshop that suggested that some 
participants wanted to change their practice. Reflecting on this data I was 
troubled by how this could be achieved. I was experiencing a conflict between 
my role as a manager and that of a researcher. On the one hand, as a 
manager, I expected all the middle managers reporting to me to seek to 
improve their own practice. This expectation was translated into performance 
discussions that affected a manager’s annual remuneration adjustment and 
career prospects. I recognised that this expectation combined with my 
position of power over these managers may have been a contributing factor to 
the compliance practice observed in both Stage 1 of the project and 
leadership development workshop 1. Participants may have felt that it was 
better to be seen and not heard, rather than either not being seen, or heard 
expressing a view that was not aligned with that of my own. This is counter to 
the action research process that is based on the assumption of open dialogue 
amongst all participants so that learning and meaning is enhanced. My 
concern was that participants feared being open about their lack of 
understanding or disagreement on the need for changing practice or how to 
do it, and that this lack of openness would inhibit learning. While I could 
understand even appreciate this reluctance, it was frustrating. The action 
research approach did not seem to have any ready tips for the practitioner 
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who had positional power but who was also attempting to foster open and 
collaborative workplace relationships.  
 
In the absence of theoretical guidance, I decided that the best way to get 
engagement was to adopt an approach that emphasised that there was more 
than one way to achieve outcomes. That is, there was more than one way to 
manage. I was attempting to get participants to associate their own practice 
with at least some of what was discussed to avoid them drawing the 
conclusion that I was being critical of their current practice in its entirety. In 
this way I hoped to overcome any power-related fears of disclosure, prevent 
‘mere attendance’ and encourage dialogue on both the benefits of their 
current practice and the opportunities if they could change their current 
practice. In particular, I aimed to explore the differences between directive 
management practice and a consultative approach, aiming to get participants 
to recognise the advantages and disadvantages of these two extreme 
methods. In this way I hoped that their own decisions on what mix of the two 
approaches they would attempt when leading changes in practice within their 
own team would improve. I referred to the Beer (2001) model of change and 
tried to model a bottom-up, consultative process in an attempt to reach this 
objective. That is, rather than telling participants about different change 
methods lecture style, I attempted to facilitate the cognitive process through 
dialogue initiated by asking questions and seeking comments.   
 
The Beer (2001) model of change was used as a basis for discussion for 
three reasons. Firstly, it summarised the different methods of introducing 
change including their advantages and disadvantages, and described the 
tensions between the different methods. Secondly, in comparison to other 
change models that are simplistic and mechanistic, Beer’s model emphasised 
that there was not a single method that assures success in all cases, and that 
leading change meant working in a world of dilemma and tension. Finally, 
while the complexity of the model makes it more difficult to understand, the 
requirement to think and analyse to gain understanding was consistent with 
the preferred learning process. It encourages readers to explore their situation 
and its tensions rather than providing step-by-step directions. In other words, 
it requires readers to change their learning practice. Instead of being 
instructed what to do, they are challenged to think, analyse and make 
decisions. This then was the objective of the workshop, to get participants to 
think about their own practice and decide what new approach to adopt rather 
than wait to be told what to do. I recognised that participants might struggle to 
understand the Beer model as it was expressed at a conceptual level, so I 
planned to ask them to translate its key points to our own situation in the 
factory to help us understand what it meant in day-to-day practice.  
 
I prepared for the workshops by forming a set of questions to ask the 
participants (see exhibit 3). My intent was to have participants explain the 
Beer change model to me and to describe what it meant. The facilitation 
questions designed to achieve this end were: - “Can we represent the change 
processes outlined in the Michael Beer article in a model to assist our 
understanding?”, “Sketching the model, listing the characteristics, and 
discussing the advantage and disadvantages of the extreme points.”, and 
 36 
“What are the implications of where a program is positioned on the 
continuum?”. Next I wanted participants to relate the model to their own work 
situations, so I asked “Considering our current implementation process, where 
would you place the following change programs on a continuum with top-
down imposed change at one end, and bottom-up developmental change at 
the other? Why?” and “Are some elements of the same change program at 
different points on the continuum? Does this matter? Can/will the position 
change over time or with experience?” Finally I tried to encourage participants 
to think about how they could use their understanding of the model to identify 
new practice. I asked, “Should you/we revise any of our change 
implementation approaches based on your conclusions above?” and “With 
this knowledge, how should we approach the change to job share machine 
mechanical set-ups?” The workshop took the form of discussion about each 
question. I wrote key responses on a white board. This information was used 
as project data.   
 
The data collected at the workshop indicated that participants could answer 
questions on the content of the Beer model for change management, but 
when framed in the context of their own work, they were not able to specify 
any changes in practice as a result of this content knowledge. Participants 
listed the advantages of each extreme point of the model, being ‘top down’ 
prescriptive approach at one end and ‘bottom up’ participative change at the 
other, however, when I asked “Where would you place some of our own 
change programs on the change process continuum?” there were no 
responses. Similarly, when I asked, “Should we revise any of our change 
implementation approaches, based on the learning from the session?” there 
were no responses and hence no discussion.  
 
At the end of this leadership development workshop I gave participants a set 
of written questions and asked that they respond in writing. The objective of 
the post-workshop questions was to get participants to think further about the 
material and from what they had learnt, to identify new practice to try. The 
post-workshop questions were: -  
 
(1) What did you learn in today’s leadership development workshop? 
(2) In what ways will you plan to implement this learning in your day-to-day 
leadership role? 
(3) What new or revised actions do you plan to take as a result of the 
leadership development workshop in order to achieve your job goals? 
(4) What barriers do you anticipate that you may face in enacting your new 
or revised actions? 
(5) What plans/tactics/strategies have you established to overcome these 
barriers? 
(6) The leadership meeting is about how we communicate, share ideas 
and learn about leadership. Do you have any suggestions for improving 
this meeting? 
 
These questions were designed to have participants identify actions that they 
would take. I expected responses to question 1 to include that there was more 
than one process that could be used to lead change, being ‘top-down’ and 
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‘bottom-up’ approaches or a mix of both. Questions 2 and 3 were designed to 
see if participants had applied any learning and understanding to their own 
jobs, that is, what new actions or practices they would take to achieve their 
own goals. The responses anticipated to question 2 were that participants 
would consider the advantages and disadvantages of different change 
methods in the context of their specific situation, and decide the best change 
leadership approach. When responding to the word ‘implement’ in question 2, 
it was anticipated that participants might identify the leadership functions to 
consider different approaches, and to decide which one they would use. I 
expected participants to identify specific actions consistent with either a ‘top-
down’ change process or ‘bottom-up’ change process specific to a particular 
work goal in responding to question 3. Possible responses would include 
participative actions such as to form a consultative team, consult with a key 
team member, or ‘top-down’ actions such as to direct, or to instruct a 
requirement. Questions 4 and 5 were attempts to collect data on whether 
participants had identified any barriers that they may encounter as they try 
new practices, and to see if they’d thought about what they’d do if these 
occurred. It was expected that listed barriers would include resistance to 
change or reluctance to become involved. Response tactics might include 
actions such as adopting a consultative approach or identifying key ‘early’ 
change agents. 
 
Consistent with the ethics processes defined for this project, the written data 
from participants was sent directly to the company’s Learning Co-ordinator 
who organised the data against the questions. That is, she constructed a 
heading for each question and collected all participant responses to that 
question beneath it (see exhibit 4). She then sent the collated data to me in a 
way that I could not identify what data had come from each participant. I 
conducted the second step of data analysis by identifying particular themes. I 
identified one significant theme. This was that much of the data did not match 
the question. The third step of analysis saw me go back through the data 
looking for this theme. 
 
Examining the theme in detail, contrary to my expectations, the written 
responses to the post-workshop questions did not include any of the words 
‘top-down’, ‘bottom-up’, ‘consultation’ and ‘directive’. Most responses were 
generic in nature and either not specifically related to the material discussed 
in the workshop or not descriptive of an implementation action. Examples 
include; ‘Small steps in the desired direction is sometimes the best way to 
achieve the long term goal’, and ‘To introduce change slowly’. Contrary to my 
expectations that participants would list concrete actions or things they could 
do in response to question 3, this did not occur. ‘Communication, it is vital to 
let people know the big picture and how their role is important in making it 
happen’ was the closest response describing a specific action. Generic or non 
action specific responses included; ‘To develop people to believe in team 
structures, communicate this through our team meetings’, and ‘Work on 
building employees trust and ensuring that employees understand that 
organisational changes are meant to improve their job security and not 
threaten them personally’, or ‘Try to be more conciliatory when dealing with 
people’, and ‘Continue to empower shop floor people and train them on wider 
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aspects of the business’. Some responses appeared irrelevant to the material, 
for example ‘Not much! Unless appropriate support is provided by 
maintenance’, and ‘No defined direction established yet’. 
 
There was 14 responses to question 4. Three referred directly to barriers 
identified during discussion of Beers change model. These were, ‘People 
don’t like and resist change’, ‘Operators are still reluctant to change’, and ‘In 
any organisational change, some people may find that their status and identity 
is threatened. Therefore, I would not expect that an organisational change will 
be accepted immediately’. Other responses related to personal barriers, ‘My 
own barrier to change’, and ‘Thinking about concepts and relating the concept 
to the workplace is not easy. I expect this to be difficult.’ Again, some other 
responses to this question appeared completely irrelevant to the workshop 
discusion. Examples of this nature include ‘Some leaders do not work to any 
end vision or forward thinking, they have no strategic plan, they are in a 
comfort zone’ and ‘Not enough people use the simple 'get the job done' 
attitude and are not held accountable when the job is not done’. Other 
responses such as ‘If you spend too much time anticipating barriers you are 
not going to move forward with your vision within a realistic and acheivable 
timeframe’ and ‘I do not believe in barriers, there is always a solution and this 
is overcome with passion and persistence. Barriers are only a test of your 
change leadership skills‘, sounded either arrogant or ignorant. I didn’t 
understand how some of these relate to the context of the workshop. Some 
response tactics or plans identified in question 5 were consistent with my own 
thinking. These included; ‘To be persistent, listen and try and sort out issues, 
talk to all shifts, try to win one shift at a time’, ‘Take small steps, encourage 
them to try and evaluate the results. Get feedback to help and refine new 
processes’, ‘Be persistent and work with people at all stages of organisational 
change, lead by example, facilitate and be part of the team’.  
There were so few answers to question 6 that it was not included in the 
analysis. 
 
There are a number of possible explanations for the data. One interpretation 
is that participants did not yet understand the Beer model in their own work 
context well enough to answer the questions. Another is that it was not seen 
as wise to express an opinion or criticise current practice. Other explanations 
would be that participants could not interpret the questions, or saw no point or 
nothing to be gained from answering them. In the absence of open and free 
dialogue, we were unable to explore and understand the data.  
 
Once again, my own practice as a researcher had an impact on the project at 
this point. In analysing the data, I compared participant responses to my own 
interpretation of the learning materials and the responses that I would have 
given to the questions. In reflection, in conducting the analysis in this way I 
was taking the position of assuming that my interpretation was right, and 
condemning answers that were different to mine as being incorrect. In this 
way I was not being open to having my own knowledge and assumptions 
challenged or to reaching understanding of why participants responded in the 
way they did. This recognition points to my lack of understanding of 
constructionist approach to learning at this point of the project. Based on my 
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initial analysis method, the key issue that emerged from the survey was a 
conclusion that there was a low level of participant learning from the workshop 
materials and processes. At this time in the project, it was tempting to dismiss 
participants as being “untrainable”. In response to this suggestion, Jamie 
defended participants when he made the point that they were “the product of 
the existing company culture and its modelled leadership behaviours”. He 
added “there had been little leadership development activity previously and 
that promotions to leadership positions had been granted to the best 
tradesperson”. He suggested “the new learning process and leadership 
practices were foreign to participants” and that “it would take time and effort to 
have an effect”. I had assumed that the educational process I selected would 
be effective for the participants. Jamie’s view was that this might not have 
been the case.  
 
 
Leadership Development Workshop 3 – the special guest presenter 
 
The conflicting demands inherent in my role as a manager, educator and 
researcher posed numerous challenges during this research project. As 
highlighted in the restructuring workshops and the first leadership 
development workshop, participants would attend because of my power over 
them, without taking an active part in the learning process. Another example 
of the tension between roles was that as a manager I was expected to 
implement strategy in an instrumental way to deliver business results in as 
short a timeframe as possible. This is in contrast to the research process that 
requires time and patience to explore understanding and meaning. My fear 
was that these role conflicts, or at least the potential for confusion, could be 
proving to be a barrier to learning. It was because of this concern that I took 
myself out of the next workshop by arranging for an independent facilitator to 
run it. Through the company’s Learning Facilitator, I discovered that the 
outcomes from an industry survey entitled Leadership, Employment and 
Direction (LEAD) had just been released (see Leadership Management 
Australasia, 2004) and that the administrator of the survey, an industry 
training institution, was offering to present the results to individual businesses. 
I knew that the survey examined the impact of different leadership styles and 
the changing nature of work in Australia, so asked the Learning Facilitator to 
invite a representative from this organisation to present at Plasticproducts. My 
instructions were that they should present in an interactive way, asking 
questions and encouraging discussion amongst participants. Feedback from 
Jamie indicated that the facilitator did follow these instructions, but was 
unable to solicit many responses. As in cluster two, participants were asked to 
respond to a set of questions designed to facilitate and cement further 
learning. The questions were: -  
 
1. What did you learn in today’s LEAD presentation? 
2. How will you use this in your day-to-day leadership role? 
3. What new or revised actions do you plan to take as a result of the 
survey in order to achieve your job goals? 
4. What barriers do you anticipate that you may face in enacting your 
new or revised actions? 
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5. What plans/tactics/strategies have you established to overcome 
these barriers?  
6. Do you think this type of survey is worthwhile? 
7. How could this session and/or the survey be improved?  
8. Would you like more sessions like these? 
 
The questions were designed to assess the learning impact of the workshop, 
to ascertain if participants had translated the concepts to their own jobs, and 
to see if they’d identified new actions they would take to achieve their own 
goals. In addition, the aim was to get participants to analyse and anticipate 
the response and impact of their actions, and to plan new practice in the light 
of this understanding. Only a few participants responded to the questions. The 
responses that were received can be summarised as a regurgitation of the 
words of the presenter. I concluded that the Learning Cluster initiative had run 
out of momentum. As there is no significant new learning from the data 
gathered during this step, it is not documented here in any further detail.  
 
Facilitating collaborative learning had proved to be an extremely difficult and 
deflating quest. I felt exhausted. The act of completing this write-up has 
allowed me to see that at this time in the project the research process 
resembled a series of instrumental teaching sessions. Instead of stimulating 
collaborative learning about strategy and new practice, participants appeared 
to regurgitated learning material content using language that I would describe 
as ‘management speak’, while complaining that they were “fatigued”. 
Soliciting responses to questions designed to facilitate learning proved to be 
difficult, and when they were received, responses were populated by non-
specific language rather than convincing words of new personal action. While 
some participants had said that they wanted to learn, I was struggling to 
create an environment where collaborative learning through open dialogue 
could occur. Without this environment I became frustrated by my lack of 
understanding of why my attempts at changing practice were not succeeding. 
Further, I felt trapped by a dilemma. To understand more about participants’ 
views and feelings, I needed to push beyond the ‘management speak’ level. I 
felt that there was not enough trust between us to do this, but as a manager, I 
didn’t know how to build this trust without having participants shut down the 
dialogue altogether out of fear of exposure of inadequacy. Senge (1990) cites 
defensive habits, routines of interaction designed to protect us from threat or 
embarrassment, as underlying reasons for resistance to learning. Perhaps I 
was unable to provide the level of emotional support to participants identified 
by Doyle (2002) as necessary for change novices because they were likely to 
be feeling stressed and vulnerable as their skill inadequacy was exposed. The 
need for open dialogue is emphasised by Senge (1990), who saw free flowing 
dialogue as a necessary precursor for a group to discover insights not 
attainable individually. He drew a distinction between discussion and 
dialogue, being that dialogue enhances individual’s understanding of 
meaning, whereas discussion does not. In discussion, different views are 
presented and defended in the process of making a decision. In dialogue, 
complex issues are explored. He adds that open communication and critical 
examination of assumptions is a key characteristic of dialogue.  
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My problem was getting dialogue going. Without it, my own understanding of 
what was happening was not deep enough to be able to say with any certainty 
what was going on. Referring back to the Beer (2001) model, the assumptions 
of the bottom-up change process, summarised as consultation with new 
actions derived from learning, did not work in the Plasticproducts situation. 
The critical question is why this was the case. This question is explored in the 
conclusions section of the write-up. Unfortunately at this point in the project I 
still hadn’t understood this situation. What I did recognise was that there was 
something fundamentally stopping participants from changing practice. In 
Stage 3 I set out to explore this in another way.  
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Stage 3 - Understanding and commitment to the Manufacturing Strategy  
 
In Stage 2 the attempt to change practice through leadership development 
workshops was both frustrating and of limited impact. The data that had been 
collected and analysed during Stage 1 suggested that participants “wanted to 
understand the bigger picture” and its advantages to them before they’d 
engage in changing practice. In Stage 3 I attempted to meet this need. I 
assumed that participants would see the Global Manufacturing Strategy as a 
representation of the ‘big picture’. Senge (1990) proposed that building shared 
visions; goals, values and missions that were commonly held by employees 
are critical to gaining genuine commitment to courses of action instead of 
mere compliance. In hindsight this stage of the project should have explored 
my assumption that the Strategy would be seen as the ‘big picture’, and 
investigated participants alignment with it and their perception of its impact on 
them. Instead I tested participant understanding of the Strategy and their 
perception of its validity. On reflection, this is a subtle but important distinction 
as it allowed participants to talk about corporate benefit without translating this 
into their own practices. The question I should have asked was “Did 
participants agree with and believe in the visions, goals and values outlined in 
the Strategy”. I didn’t do this because it wasn’t obvious to me at the time.  
 
To assess participant understanding of the Strategy, a questionnaire was 
constructed and participants invited to submit replies. As outlined in Stage 2 
and the preceding paragraph, rather than adopt a constructionist research 
process I unfortunately continued an instrumental education approach where 
participants were tested as to their ability to regurgitate a ‘correct’ answer. In 
this way I contributed to a perpetuation of rote style of leaning rather than 
building understanding and meaning. I was effectively researching if 
participants could understand what I understood rather than exploring why 
participants understood what they did. This summarises the major flaw, and 
major learning of this project.  
 
The first portion of the survey was designed to gauge participant responses 
to, and understanding of the purpose of the Strategy, its relevance to the 
future of the Plasticproducts business, and their degree of agreement with the 
actions specified. Based on my observations of the lack of referral to the 
Global Strategy in day-to-day operations, I was expecting that responses 
would say that it was unrelated to the concerns of participants and the 
workforce. The aim of questions 7 to 12, then 15 to 18 and 20 was to gauge 
participants’ understanding of, and agreement with the links between the 
specific parts of the Strategy and the performance of the business in each 
segment. This would give a sense of whether participants saw the identified 
Strategy initiatives as being valid, and to see if they knew how to, or if they 
even wanted to make the action happen within their team. Again, based on 
the level of day-to-day referral to the specifics of the Strategy, I was expecting 
that participants would not see it as being particularly important. Questions 
13, 14, and 19 were designed to test this assumption by asking participants to 
identify and recommend specific actions to improve the existing performance. 
Considering observed practice, I expected that there would be little indication 
that participants had operationalised the strategic initiatives at personal action 
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level. Questions 21 and 22 were intended to give an understanding of 
participants’ views of the barriers to implementation of the Strategy. I 
anticipated that the listed barriers could include active or passive resistance to 
change, lack of resources, lack of time, and lack of knowledge or skills. 
Question 23 offered participants an opportunity to suggest actions to 
overcome these barriers.   
 
Data was analysed in a similar way to stage 2. Initially responses were 
collated by listing each question and then each answer received to that 
question was placed beneath it (see exhibit 8). I again looked for themes and 
identified the same theme as found in stage 1. The data was then reviewed to 
identify how often the theme was found. Again, as outlined during Stage 2, 
data was initially analysed in an instrumental way. I looked for data that was 
consistent with my own understanding or view, and responses that were 
logical and complete. I labelled participants whose answers were illogical as 
not having an understanding of the Strategy. In other words, I assessed 
responses as being right or wrong without exploring why participants had 
written what they had. Their responses indicated that they were searching for 
the right management speak as they correctly guessed that I would assess 
them on that basis. In doing this, I fell into the trap of playing the flip side of 
the same compliance ‘game’ for which I’d criticised participants.  
 
Having now realised this shortcoming I returned to the data that I had 
collected during Stages 2 and 3 and re-analysed it using the Miles and 
Huberman (1994) framework. The first and now glaringly obvious feature of 
the data was that there appeared to be a mismatch between the questions 
that had been asked and the individual responses to those questions. The 
second feature was the extensive use of the jargon that was either contained 
in the Strategy documents or used widely within the organisation. However 
the jargon was de-linked from any specific action. I referred to this use of 
jargon without any action as the use of ‘management speak’. Thirdly, although 
the participants demonstrated a familiarity with the Strategy intent, they 
appeared to question its validity or appropriateness because it lacked detail 
and did not appear to include the resources required for implementation. In 
other words they were reporting that the Strategy was a nice document but it 
did not have any relevance to their daily lives at the plant. 
 
The first theme identified above was the mismatch between the questions 
asked and the answers given to those questions. There are many examples 
where this occurred, or where the answer was inconsistent with the 
information contained within the Strategy. One participant circled the 
response to indicate that the Strategy was relevant to their work, but then 
explained why it wasn’t, “(Plasticproducts) is a specialised market of which it 
has not always been a core component beneath the Global Manufacturing 
Strategy’”. Another participant linked the Strategy to the company’s code of 
conduct; ‘(The) Global Manufacturing Strategy provides a good framework for 
our Code of Conduct’. Yet the Code is not part of the Strategy.  
 
The pious clichés of the Strategy document proliferated or littered the 
responses. I referred to this as ‘management speak’ - generic statements of 
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intent that did not define how the intent would be achieved. Some examples of 
this include ‘We all want to be safe in our workplace and should be working 
towards increasing efficiency and customer demands’, and elsewhere ‘to 
develop and offer innovative packaging solutions to create new markets". 
Another response stated that ‘Ownership for safety, responsibility and 
initiative needs to be welcomed and encouraged. Accountability for actions 
needs to be reinforced’. Still another was ‘A caring between fellow workers 
needs to be developed so that each person looks out for each other’. No 
details were given on how this would be developed. Similarly, it is unclear how 
the comments ‘what needs to change are attitudes from everyone’, and  
‘Improve the Leadership capability’ would be actioned, or how we would 
‘Reduce manufacturing expenses’, ‘Concentrate on machine process 
reliability’, ‘Maintain a safe work environment’, ‘Reduce inventory & works in 
progress’, ‘Optimise labour utilisation’, or ‘Run leaner on weekends and night 
shift’.  The repeated use of ‘management speak’ suggests that this style of 
language is frequently practiced in the organisation. The data suggests there 
was a disconnection between the language and what actually happened in the 
factory.  Participants appeared to know what language to use, but either didn’t 
know how to operationalise the words, or didn’t see the point in doing so. A 
comment during a management meeting held some months later in early 
2006 gave some insight into this disconnect. Brian asked a consultant to 
“Stop using those Psycho words. I don’t understand them!” If his comments 
were indicative of the feelings of the other participants, and the quiet murmur 
of approval and head nodding suggested that it may have been, then it could 
explain the disconnect between the Strategy document and its espousal by 
senior managers, and the understanding that is required to change practice.  
Simply put, participants didn’t know what they were being asked to do. 
 
A further and perhaps related theme was that participants thought the 
Strategy did not give them enough direction or instruction, particularly on how 
it should be implemented. There was a suggestion that the Strategy was seen 
as being invalid as it did not specify required resources, nor provide answers 
to perceived barriers to implementation. Data supporting these themes 
includes the comments ‘We need direction in which way we are heading, it 
needs to be consistent through our own plant and implemented the way it was 
intended’ and ‘…. the ideas behind the Strategy are ok. It is the way they are 
implemented and resourced that needs to be modified’. Further ‘The Global 
Strategy is broadly stated and does not provide the resources needed to 
integrate its objectives into its manufacturing plants’.  
 
 
Reflecting on the themes from the survey 
 
A further step was undertaken to develop a deeper understanding of the 
participants’ responses. This review was conducted with Martin and Robert, 
both executive managers. The objective was to identify and define new 
management practices relating to strategy and strategy implementation from 
this new understanding of meaning. The review took the form of open-ended 
dialogue. Data was collected through my note taking during the discussion. 
These notes were then analysed to look for themes. The first theme that 
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emerged was that the data was a mix of positive comments and concerns or 
challenges. The data was further analysed by creating a 4x2 matrix that 
divided comments under these two headings in columns against rows that 
summarised the topics covered during the meeting. These topics were: - 
Assessment of the future, Own assessment of impact and effectiveness of 
Global manufacturing strategy, Assessment of manufacturing strategy survey 
responses, and Identified remedial opportunities.    
 
The over-arching theme from the data echoed those established earlier in the 
project. Specifically, executive managers were ambivalent about the changes 
in practice detailed in the Strategy as they thought that changing practice may 
not have a significant effect on the company, and that the changes may not 
be able to be implemented successfully. What was striking about the meeting 
was the sense of powerlessness on the part of the executive managers.  They 
could not see how they could bring about the changes in practice that were 
inferred in the Strategy. The ambivalence to the impact of the Strategy 
emerged during a discussion on whether it was relevant to what the business 
would look like in 5 years time. Their comments pointed to a paradox. On the 
one hand they saw that the company existed as it could respond to the local 
“supermarket’s demand for short supply chains and supply flexibility”, but 
contradicting this, they said that the operation could be relocated to other 
countries as the parent company has “options” if they become “intolerant” of 
the financial performance of the business in Australia. This latter statement 
reinforces the conclusions drawn in the 2003 Productivity Commission’s study 
into Australian manufacturing. It found that production of ‘simple transformed 
manufactured goods’ could be moved to overseas locations where labour 
costs were lower.  
 
It was unclear if, at the company’s current performance level, the executive 
mangers saw the supply chain advantage as assuring a long-term future for 
the business. Referring to the Global Manufacturing Strategy, they made 
several comments that suggest that they were pessimistic about the 
organisation’s ability to implement the Strategy. Robert said, “The 
organisation is not set-up to achieve the Strategy”, and “The Strategy is too 
tactical. It doesn’t look enough ahead”. He added, “The Strategy was not 
adequately tested prior to implementation. There is a lack of engagement”. 
Further “The organisation structure implies disjoints and non-alignment. The 
different silos don’t get aligned”. One interpretation of the comments is that 
the executive managers were sceptical of the ability of the organisation to 
change practice. Robert concluded “I’m sceptical of our ability to make 
changes to our cost base and labour flexibility. We only get minor incremental 
improvements. This isn’t enough to assure survival. We need innovation. 
People don’t feel the need for change”. A parallel is evident with data from the 
participants who also highlighted their concerns on the difficulties of 
implementation of the Strategy. I asked them what they felt was the most 
striking feature of participant responses to the research survey. They made 
several comments about the level of engagement to the Strategy. Martin said, 
“The Strategy is not seen as affecting participants”, and “I wondered if the 
answers were what people thought we wanted to hear. An interpretation is 
that we go along with what we’re told to do. Another is that we are protected 
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by a big company”. He went on to add, “It made me think that we need more 
crisis to take more risks and change” and “It shows how little people have 
thought through what it was saying”. Robert added, “People are unwilling or 
unable to enact the Strategy”.  
 
The executive managers also appeared sceptical that if change in practice 
could be achieved, it would be enough to make a substantial difference to the 
company’s future in Australia. This scepticism was encapsulated by Robert 
who said that, “Full implementation of the Strategy would improve the outlook, 
but the fundamental base (of Australian manufacturing) is untenable due to 
other lower cost manufacturing options and the (Australian) IR climate”.  It can 
therefore be interpreted that all participants were feeling powerless to change 
practice and sceptical of its effect even if it could be achieved. The data 
supports this scepticism and the executive managers acknowledged it.  
Martin summarised and highlighted participants sense of powerlessness to 
change practice by revealing that “We’ve never had the power to reduce 
inefficiencies”, and “The only way to make a step change is to shutdown and 
restart somewhere else”. In refection, I was struck by the similarity of 
responses from both middle and executive management participants. All 
articulated the need for change in practice, but data suggested that there was 
little evidence of it happening. The final chapter of this work seeks to provide 
an explanation for this situation. 
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Chapter 5 – The ‘So what’ chapter 
 
 
This exegesis has critically analysed and explained a workplace-based 
practitioner research project in a manufacturing setting. The aims of the 
project were to facilitate changes in practice within the organisation, 
particularly changes outlined in the company’s Global Manufacturing Strategy, 
thereby improving productivity and profitability of the business. In addition, the 
project sought to develop the skills of managers, the practitioners who were 
charged with the responsibility to implement the Strategy. The final objective 
of the project was to make a contribution to professional knowledge, firstly 
knowledge of changing practice in a manufacturing setting, and secondly 
knowledge of the process of conducting practitioner research in this context. 
In the process of exploring the factors involved in changing practice, two key 
research questions emerged. The first was: can the constructionist-learning 
process be used to change practice in a manufacturing setting? And the 
second: what impact do power relationships have on changing practice? This 
chapter draws together the data and issues of the project.  
 
The project was based on the assumption that it is possible to improve 
practice. So, using the metaphor of the sandcastle on the shoreline that was 
introduced at the beginning of this exegesis, it was possible to ‘save’ the 
sandcastle though the collaborative efforts of the staff at Plasticproducts. 
Despite my best intentions and two years of energy sapping struggle, the 
project objective to change practice was largely not achieved. The data 
suggests that the extent of change in practice was limited and centred on a 
small number of participants. Seo (2003) categorised the barriers that 
constrain the effectiveness of action-science projects as: emotional barriers, 
political obstacles, and managerial control imperatives. In the case of this 
project, while it is difficult to make definitive findings without putting words into 
participants mouths, three possible reasons are proposed for its failure. The 
first reason focuses on my own understanding and skills as a practitioner and 
the conflicts that I experienced attempting to perform the dual role of manager 
and researcher. The second was the inability of executive managers to 
engage in a meaningful way with their staff, the people who had to try to make 
sense of the Strategy and make decisions on a daily basis. Superficial 
practices replaced meaningful interactions, and these practices impacted the 
project. The third reason was the apparent reluctance of operational staff to 
engage with learning. These reasons are examined in this chapter. The 
impact of the conclusion within the context of the project, an Australian 
manufacturing company, is then discussed.  
 
As introduced, the outcome of this project was impacted by my own practice, 
the assumptions I made, my lack of knowledge, and my mistakes. If I were to 
attempt this project again there would be many actions that I would do 
differently, statements that I would recast, and extra conversations that I 
would have. Above all, the project was impacted by my lack of understanding 
of constructionist learning and how to do it. In place of collaborative dialogue 
and open-minded examination, data was analysed in an instrumental way and 
I adopted a teacher-pupil style of learning. That is, I compared and tested 
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participant comments and responses against my own interpretation of 
knowledge, in essence taking the position that my interpretation was correct 
and discarding data that was different, without deeper examination. In this 
way I was taking an objectivist approach and was not open to having my own 
knowledge and assumptions challenged or striving to reach an understanding 
of why participants responded in the way they did. Specifically, I did not 
routinely ask participants to explain why they saw things the way they did and 
acted the way they did. Instead, I took the approach of using the data to 
diagnose what participants knew and then tried to teach them the ‘right’ 
understanding or method. The research of Connor, Lake  & Stackman (2003) 
identified four attributes of the change agent that impacted the outcome of 
change programs. These were: positional authority, knowledge of the change 
plans, ability to conceptualise the situation including the objectives, obstacles 
and outcomes, and adeptness at working with others - directing and 
collaborating. I underestimated the obstacles and my capacity to create a 
collaborative environment was found wanting. I assumed that my facilitation 
and teaching practices would be sufficient for participants to become 
improved practitioners. This was not the case.  
 
As a result of my lack of understanding and actions the project did not 
progress as I had intended. Instead of adopting new practice, participants 
repeated what they’d always done. In response to this repeated practice I’d try 
new interventions but on reflection, I used the same educational approach. It 
is not surprising then, that the same participant responses occurred. In one 
sense the project went nowhere. Participants seemed puzzled by what was 
happening and complained of “learning fatigue”. In turn, I became increasingly 
frustrated and disillusioned as my efforts weren’t having an effect. I tended to 
dismiss participants as being “untrainable”. 
  
It was only during the writing stage of the project that I fully realised the 
impact that I was having. Van Manen (1990) said that we write in order to 
understand and that this process can be confronting. This was my experience 
in this project! It was during the writing that it became apparent that I hadn’t 
gained a deep understanding of why participants did what they did and said 
what they said. The sub-layers of meaning and knowledge as it is constructed 
socially were not fully explored. Two examples of practice that were 
highlighted in the project yet not fully investigated are the observed ‘mere 
attendance’ – my label for the practice of sitting in meetings and training 
sessions without making a contribution, and the practice of using 
‘management speak’ – saying or writing conceptual words but in an 
incoherent way, or without associated actions. It was apparent in the 
restructuring workshop early in the project that there was a clash between the 
documented Strategy and what some participants believed should be done to 
improve productivity in the business. The project concludes that this clash 
contributed to the ‘mere attendance’ practice yet it was not openly debated 
and resolved, so continued. Similarly, much of the written material collected 
during the project contained ‘management speak’ words, but data showed 
that there was no associated practice. Unfortunately this contradiction was not 
confronted or explored, so it also continued. Upon reflection it now seems 
obvious. Changes in practices will be difficult to achieve unless there is a 
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corresponding development in understanding. It is debatable however if this is 
possible where power differential exists between researcher and participants. 
This notion of power and conflict is explored in greater detail later in this 
chapter.  
 
There are things that I would have done differently if I were to undertake the 
study again. I sought to introduce change through collaborative and involving 
practices. While this was the stated strategy of the company, the practice was 
more directive and instructional. The context of the project sheds some light 
on why this may have been so. Given that any productivity gains achieved 
through changing practice were known to result in job loses, there was 
resistance to change manifested as silent protest and ‘management speak’ 
without action. In these circumstances, a directive approach based on 
hierarchical power made some sense. By blindly following collaborative 
methods I was setting myself up for failure. Knowing this now, I wouldn’t 
conduct the project the same way again. However, this shouldn’t detract from 
the value of the research as there has been much knowledge gained from the 
project. This conclusion does however have an impact for practitioner-based 
collaborative research. This is discussed later in this chapter.  
 
In terms of my own practice, I didn’t ask enough questions and made too 
many assumptions that proved to be incorrect. In particular I did not ask why 
the participants said what they said and did what they did. Instead I made my 
own interpretation and then did not check this interpretation with participants. 
If I had my time again, I’d be more forthright with participants. Finally, I found 
being the change agent to be a lonely and sole destroying experience. To 
augment the support provided by my Supervisor, I’d find an independent 
partner, someone familiar with the project context, to be my mentor. Being 
able to share my experiences with someone who could associate with the 
context might have helped to clear the fog.  
 
 
Role conflict: Manager or Researcher? 
 
A feature of this workplace-based research project was ever-present role 
conflict. I experienced significant role conflict as I attempted to be both a 
manager and a researcher at the same time. The structure of practitioner-
research assumes that either the individual can play these dual roles or 
readily switch between the two. In this project’s context the reality was 
different. I found that playing the dual roles or switching between them was 
effectively not possible. As a manager I was expected to make decisions and 
take action to produce business results. This is usually achieved through 
direction or instruction to subordinates using the hierarchical power inherent 
to the manager position. When business results fall below expectations the 
typical corporate practice is for the manager to either make threatening 
statements to employees or plead for extra effort to get things done. This is 
often accompanied by instruction on what to do to fix things up. The 
assumption behind this practice seems to be that as a manager you both 
possess the knowledge and have the time to issue the required instructions to 
correct the situation. It is also assumed that lower level employees know how 
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to follow your instructions and will do so willingly. The management process is 
therefore often directive and instructional. I experienced pressure to exhibit 
this practice many times during the project, especially when results fell below 
plan or when the Strategy implementation exceeded the deadlines. At such 
times the instructions given to me were either exceedingly difficult to 
implement in a meaningful way, generic ‘management speak’, or remained 
the focus of attention only until the next crisis when another flurry occurred. 
And so the cycle continued!  
 
In contrast to the instructional processes associated with management, as a 
researcher I was seeking to improve practice through collaborative dialogue 
and the action-learning process. Inherent in this process are the assumptions 
that one individual does not have monopoly on knowledge, that a 
collaborative sense of knowledge and meaning can be constructed together 
with other participants, and that change in practice can be achieved in this 
way. I found that this was nigh on impossible to do because of the stated role-
conflict that diminished the extent of collaboration achieved and therefore the 
effectiveness of the research. This role conflict was experienced in four 
different ways: - 
• Knowledge conflict  – the notion in management practice that superior or 
more advanced knowledge is concentrated at a senior or corporate level of 
an organisation compared to the assumption in action-research that 
knowledge is developed socially amongst all participants. 
• Power conflict – the struggle for power between executive and front-line 
managers as they attempt to exert influence on outcomes.  
• Time conflict – the corporate thirst for urgent change in practice and timely 
delivery of business results compared with the time required for 
constructionist learning. 
• Ethical conflict – the inevitable pain of job loses resulting from improving 
productivity compared with the researcher’s need to protect of participants 
from harm.    
 
 
Knowledge conflict 
 
The knowledge conflict centres on the assumptions of who has knowledge 
and how it is developed. It can be best illustrated in the aftermath of an 
incident where an employee suffered a serious thumb injury. The injury 
occurred during attempts to repair a switch while a machine was still running. 
The Global Manufacturing Manager wrote to me expressing his disgust at the 
incident, demanding a comprehensive explanation and listing of remedial 
actions to ensure that the site would never have another incident of this type 
again. As a manager I was expected to quickly obtain an understanding of the 
reasons for the incident and to specify a set of preventative actions. The 
pressure I experienced at this time encouraged a fast but superficial 
response. Under these circumstances it is tempting, and sometimes 
necessary, to derive remedial actions from your own knowledge base, the 
assumption being that your experience is enough to guide you to an effective  
answer. In contrast, as a practitioner- researcher using a constructionist 
approach, the reasons for the practice that lead to the incident and therefore 
 51 
the best ways to prevent recurrence would be constructed from the contested 
views, experiences and interpretations of meaning of a group of affected 
employees. This construction could occur through collaborative learning and 
reflection of those involved, perhaps taking weeks or months. Such 
timeframes are however seen as unacceptable to senior managers who have 
a ferocious thirst for ready answers to pacify their need for performance 
assurance. One interpretation of this management practice is that the 
appearance of taking action or issuing instruction was more important than 
building underpinning conceptual knowledge and transformational change in 
practice.  
 
The conflict over the source and development of knowledge impacted this 
project and inhibited changes in practice. Specifically, the Global 
Manufacturing Strategy was developed at a corporate level and imposed on 
the Plasticproducts factory. There was conflict between what the corporation 
wanted to do and what local Plasticproducts employees, participants in this 
project, thought should happen. The data indicated that some participants 
didn’t agree with the Strategy. Others said that they didn’t think it would make 
much difference to the long-term success of the company anyway, or that it 
couldn’t be implemented due to a lack of resources. They therefore weren’t 
motivated to change practice and the rationale for doing, so as outlined in the 
Strategy, did not convince them in the context of their existing experiences 
and knowledge. It is questionable if this knowledge conflict can ever be 
satisfactorily resolved as corporate and individual employee interests and 
therefore views on what should be done, are likely to be divergent. This 
divergence stems from the impact on employees of improved productivity, in 
particular the likelihood that it will result in job losses.     
 
 
Power conflict: the impact on the researcher 
 
Power had a significant influence on the way this project unfolded and what 
was achieved. This influence will be described from my own perspective, that 
of the participants, and that of the organisation. Starting from my own position, 
as a manager I felt obliged to comply with directives given to me by my 
superiors. These directives were sometimes at odds with the practices of 
conducting research. The highest points of tension arose as I introduced 
collaborative practices. I felt like I was fighting the authority of superior 
managers to allow the collaborative processes of research to take place. I 
found myself attempting to balance the instructional elements of management 
with the collaborative principles of action research. On reflection, I 
overcompensated in retaliation against my executive managers. I wanted to 
show them that a collaborative process could work. In doing so I used 
collaborative practices in situations where I shouldn’t have, to the point of 
going beyond the boundaries of my managerial authority. Specifically, during 
Stage 1 of the project, open debate was encouraged amongst participants on 
whether the Global Strategy should be implemented. This left the impression 
that its implementation was a matter of choice when in fact it was not 
negotiable. This led to tension with one executive level manager who asked, 
“How long will you wait to see if the incumbents are capable of enacting the 
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strategic direction?” Middle managers seemed to sense this tension, and 
appeared nervous about contributing ideas and views. After seeing this 
reluctance I became even more hesitant to express my view or to set direction 
for fear that because of my organisational power, I would further stifle the 
input of these participants. Data suggests that in my struggle to achieve this 
mix of practices, participants became perplexed and confused. They had prior 
experiences of a gulf between stated and actual practice that added to this 
confusion. It is possible that this lack of clarification of expectations and 
boundaries may have limited participant awareness of the need to change 
practice. I felt snookered and despondent when, on being given the 
opportunity, participants were unable or unwilling to review and change 
practice. It would have been more authentic if I had openly acknowledged the 
non-negotiable nature of the contents of the Strategy and the obligation of all 
staff to implement it. If I had embarked on this course I could have devoted 
more time and energy to the task of fostering collaboration amongst the team. 
 
Despite my attempts to exert power against them, the new practices 
attempted as part of this project were influenced by the decision-making of 
executive managers. The suggestions for change, both on the part of the 
workforce and just as importantly the desirability of senior managers to also 
change, were vetted and adjusted by my superiors. An example of how this 
power took effect was the design of Stage 1 of this project. My original plan 
was to have an independent person act as facilitator during the restructure 
workshops, especially the part where participants tabled, debated and 
decided options. This in itself would have been somewhat radical approach in 
the context of Plasticproducts as previously, rather than solicit ideas and 
options, management would have given instructions on what was to be done. 
However, as this change of practice was part of the Strategy implementation 
plan, it needed endorsement and approval from senior managers. During this 
review one of the senior managers decided to assume the role of workshop 
facilitator and took control of the workshop plan. While I was concerned with 
this response and suspected it would impact on the extent of change in 
practice, I felt powerless to stop him given I held an inferior hierarchical 
position. 
 
Power also affected the way that data was collected. As their manager, I held 
a position of hierarchical power over many of the participants. In order to 
protect them from potential harm resulting from this power relationship, a 
process to collect and collate data anonymously was used. Unfortunately this 
process increased the complexity of the project. Being unaware of the source 
of some data limited my ability to explore issues at a deeper level with 
individual participants. This hindered the rate of collective learning.  
 
 
Power conflict: taking the participant view  
 
The most consistent theme that emerged from this project was the sense of 
powerlessness amongst participants. Both executive and middle managers 
shared this sense. Their struggle for power had a significant influence on 
current practice and attempts to change it. Specifically, executive managers 
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while articulating the desire to be consultative and involving seemed reluctant 
to release power in practice. In comparison, middle level managers while 
privately articulating the desire to be part of decision-making appeared 
reluctant to accept this responsibility. Instead, they exhibited their power 
through silent protest and by averting the introduction of new practice.   
 
When new practice was being developed or proposed, participant middle 
managers would attend meetings and training programs but say very little. 
They appeared reluctant to engage and to reveal their views, particularly 
views that were different from those of the senior managers. The restructure 
process and leadership learning workshops included in this project are an 
example of this practice. I labelled it ‘mere attendance’, that is, being present 
to comply with the expectation that you would be rather than to make a 
contribution to the discussion and decision-making.  Data shows that 
agreements to new action formed during these meetings were often not 
carried out or conducted in a transactional way. An example was the method 
by which Safety Observations were being done. Middle managers would 
survey factory activity and log employees behaving in either safe or unsafe 
ways. This list was collected and their name ticked off signalling that they had 
completed the activity. Some middle managers admitted that they did not 
speak with the employees they observed therefore not reinforcing good 
practice or correcting poor safety behaviours. While the reporting suggested 
that the activity was being done, its intent was not being met.   
 
I interpreted that the ‘mere attendance’ practice resulted from the impact of 
power as experienced by the participant. That is, attendance occurred to 
comply with the request of a powerful superior, but the lack of contribution to 
discussion and commitment to new practice was a silent protest. In other 
words, the practice was a method of recapturing power when faced with a 
reality that they didn’t like or agree with.  
 
 
Power conflict: the formation of organisational pacts  
 
Previous research at another Australian manufacturing site identified the 
existence of pacts that operated when the organisation enacted training 
interventions (Harvey & Hodges, 2002). Employees had learned to 
understand and anticipate the management training process and the expected 
responses to questions and assessment materials. The pact was 
operationalised when employees gave rote answers, usually paraphrased 
management jargon, knowing that this type of response was both anticipated 
and would satisfy the transactional or instrumental learning objectives of the 
training. Harvey & Hodges point out that training dollars are effectively wasted 
in these pact situations as resultant change in practice does not occur.  
 
The data in this project, especially the proliferation of ‘management speak’ 
without corresponding action, suggests that a pact was operating at 
Plasticproducts as well. Meeting and forums were established for the purpose 
of developing new action plans and defining new practice however many of 
the actions were not carried out. This pattern was repeated many times 
 54 
without challenge. A characteristic of the pact was the absence of 
collaborative critical examination of why this was occurring. That is, all parties 
appeared to be contented with this situation as no one attempted to openly 
explore and understand what was going on. On the contrary, there were 
strong forces maintaining the status quo. The status quo was that executive 
leaders dictated what actions should be taken, middle managers agreed but 
then the action was not taken. Despite their concern for the need for improved 
productivity, data indicated that there were few repercussions if the middle 
managers did not action the steps derived in the meeting. They appeared to 
understand that the practice of ‘mere attendance’ was a successful method of 
asserting power. Faced with this unpleasant reality, executive managers 
seemed reluctant to respond. A standoff ensued that reinforced the status 
quo.  
 
As outlined in chapter 2, this project was founded on action-research 
principles and practices. These principles recognise that learners construct 
their own knowledge and understanding through their experiences. So, by 
adopting an action research approach, what you are trying to do is learn, 
create local knowledge, or develop meaning collaboratively through critical 
enquiry, that is, to examine practice and recommending how it can be 
improved. The pact-like practices evident at Plasticproducts were in conflict 
with these principles in so much as within the pact, practice is not examined 
nor improved. Instead, the pact acts to retain current practice and ‘deep 
change’, the process defined by Quinn (1996) as when change occurs within 
all individuals, is avoided.  
 
Denying the existence of an unpleasant reality is a theme explored by  
Becker (1997). In his book, The Denial of Death, Becker asserts that most 
people fear death to the point of denying its existence, not thinking about it or 
making decisions and taking action on the basis of the knowledge that it is 
inevitable. The pact practices could be described as a denial of the state of 
vulnerability of the business. Executive participants, while acknowledging the 
forces of globalisation and the need for productivity improvement, said they 
felt powerless to make the required changes happen. In maintaining the 
status quo, they appeared to deny the opportunity to change this state 
through their power to change their own practice. Meanwhile middle level 
participants expressed a sense of powerlessness in that they felt that they 
had no say in the Strategy, yet appeared to deny their opportunity and their 
power to overcome this state by changing their own practice. Instead, 
participant practice suggested that they did not see the point of changing.     
 
So, one of the frustrations and limitations of this research project was that the 
described gap between rhetoric and practice was not explored. On reflection, 
the manager-researcher role conflict that I experienced contributed to this 
continuation of existing pact-like practice. Under the influence of the power 
differential between executive leaders and myself, I did not confront this issue. 
Would the workplace power issues that I encountered have been any different 
if had you not been simultaneously undertaking the roles of change agent and 
practitioner researcher? That is, if someone else took the figurehead change 
agent role would the outcome have been different? Possibly yes as this 
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arrangement could facilitate more independent researcher thinking. However, 
one of the aims of this project was to undertake practitioner research from the 
viewpoint of senior manager as change agent, and the outcomes are 
therefore a valuable insight into difficulties and conflicts experienced from this 
position.    
 
Coincidently, while writing this exegesis I was invited to make a presentation 
at a workshop for an Industry Association. I was asked to speak on the state 
of education and training from a consumer or customer point of view. I 
decided to focus on the impact of contextual issues, in other words the 
broader state of manufacturing in Australia and my efforts to foster learning in 
this context. I outlined a summary of the data from this project and my 
emerging conclusion that attempting to change practice through education 
was complex and difficult (see exhibit 10). I suggested that because of its 
limited impact, industry might not have education as a key plank of their 
improvement strategy. The presentation appeared to be an unpleasant reality 
for those present. Their reaction left me feeling like a leper. Some wanted to 
debate the data and the validity of the background statistics that I presented. 
Others wanted to analyse my methods, while still others sat in silence. I was 
annoyed and despondent with this reaction as I expected this group to exhibit 
an interest and ability to learn through open dialogue. I failed to achieve my 
objective which was to engage those participating in the concept that 
education was set in a context and that this context must be understood when 
shaping an educational approach. The reaction of participants at this 
presentation suggest that a gap between the Association’s rhetoric – to create 
and facilitating workplace education and learning, and their own practice – 
apparent reluctance to absorb information that was counter to their existing 
paradigm. This gap is similar to the research data suggesting a gap between 
the rhetoric of executive manufacturing leaders and their practices. While not 
specifically examined in this project, this issue and its impact on the 
organisations that seek training solutions through the Association, provides an 
opportunity for future research.   
 
 
Time conflict: the thirst for quick results 
 
Manufacturing organisations operate in the new, dynamic and globalised 
market. In this new globalised world the pace of change is accelerating and 
organisations are scampering to respond. Delays measured in weeks or 
sometimes days are not tolerated as they have adverse market impact and 
associated financial damage. Managers are expected to retain an 
understanding of a myriad of information and make many decisions after only 
minutes or a few hours of contemplation of options. As one issue is dealt with 
another dozen are lined up to consume the manager’s time and headspace. 
There are conflicts between this reality and the principles of the research 
design as presented by Schmuch’s (1998). His model of proactive action 
learning assumes a continuous spiral of plan-do-check-reflect cycles, where 
the plan for the next proactive intervention follows reflection on the last. In the 
manufacturing setting within which this project was undertaken there was 
multiple action spirals occurring intermixed with chaotic, unplanned events. 
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Numerous cause and effect processes were in play at any time, all impacting 
the experiences of participants and their interpretation of knowledge and 
practice. A more accurate picture of the context would be numerous plan-do-
check-reflect spirals in different plains, cross-linking with each other while 
mutations emerging from exploding uncontrolled events. In this dynamic and 
complex workplace setting the requirement to studiously plan then record and 
analyse data in a methodical manner was extremely difficult. There simply 
wasn’t time. 
 
Following on from this reality, it was extremely difficult to find the time to 
reflect and learn. As a result, practice that had worked previously tends to be 
repeated even though it may no longer be effective and new time-consuming 
processes that do not deliver immediate results are not encouraged. The act 
of conducting a practitioner- research project to attain new knowledge and 
meaning was therefore in conflict with expected management practice. Robert 
reinforced this point when he asked me how long I’d persist with the new 
process. The dilemma for Plasticproducts and more broadly Australian 
manufacturing is immediately apparent. The act of attempting to change 
practice was a time consuming and frustrating experience, but there is no time 
to do it. The tension between the need for change and pace of change can 
therefore be described as a ‘wicked’ problem (DeWit & Mayer, 1998), lacking 
a solution. Change takes time and one has to work towards taking it. As a 
business, Plasticproducts did not have that time. 
 
In this project my attainment of new knowledge and understanding has 
occurred through reflection over months and years since the time of the 
action. The act of writing this exegesis and the opportunity to do so in a mind-
state of disengagement after my resignation has extended this understanding 
through further analysis and reflection. If I remained an employee, I doubt if I’d 
have completed this research because of the difficulty of finding this thinking 
time. 
 
 
Ethical conflict: the greater good or individual pain  
 
The objectives of practitioner-research are to improve knowledge and change 
practice. In a manufacturing setting it is acknowledged that companies need 
to become more efficient to survive. Improving productivity by changing 
practice is one way that organisations seek to become more efficient. The 
objectives of practitioner research and improving productivity would therefore 
appear to be aligned. This is not always the case. Improvements to 
productivity, usually measured as the cost of each unit of goods 
manufactured, are translated to profit by either making and selling more 
goods for the same overall cost, or reducing overall cost by eliminating jobs. 
The first option can work where there is unfilled market demand. In the small 
Australian consumer goods market this is not often the case. Improvements in 
productivity therefore result in job losses.  
 
In my role as a manager I knew that one of my objectives was to reduce the 
number of employees working at Plasticproducts. In asking participants to 
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change practice I was therefore asking them to work towards an outcome that 
could see their own jobs eliminated. This was in conflict with my role as 
researcher, which was to protect participants from harm. This conflict 
impacted the project in two ways. Firstly I was unable to reconcile the 
dilemma between the competing expectations, and secondly, participants 
rightly viewed the project with suspicion. Data suggests that this suspicion 
contributed to some of their practices, especially their reluctance to participate 
in open dialogue and to attempt changes in practice. It can be interpreted that 
they didn’t want to change practice as it could result in job loses effecting 
themselves or workmates. This conclusion demonstrates the impact on 
practice of the tension between the broad societal benefits of the globalised 
market contrasted with local community pain. Participants weighed local jobs 
more highly than broader benefits that they might enjoy at the supermarket 
cashier.   
 
 
The Final Word – can this sandcastle be saved? 
 
Underpinning this research project was the relentless need to increase 
economic efficiency to stay competitive within a globalising manufacturing 
environment. What this means is that productivity needs to continuously 
increase to retain company profitability. In broad terms this objective can be 
achieved in two ways. Either the level of output can be increased, or the cost 
of achieving the same output must be reduced. In reality, the experience of 
Australian manufacturing has been that the level of economic efficiency 
required in order to successfully retain profit levels can only be obtained by 
vigorously pursuing both. Plasticproducts adopted an approach consistent 
with this view. Output was increased by acquisition of like-businesses to 
expand market share and by encouraging customers to switch from other 
packaging such as foam or tin, to plastic. Simultaneously, costs per unit were 
reduced by tight control of labour levels.   
 
The project’s first research question considers this context. On examination, a 
pessimistic picture emerged, characterised by the analogy of a sandcastle on 
a beach waiting as the high tide approached then struggling to stay intact as 
the surging waters engulf it. The two-year period of the project can be 
represented in this way. While there were some examples of successful 
implementation of new practices; for example, some managers were seen to 
consult with and involve employees in decision-making, and proactive checks 
of compliance to safety procedures and practices were developed and 
introduced, these new practices were time consuming to achieve and had 
limited impact on business performance. My sense of pessimism grew over 
time as, despite my best efforts to lead those who were working on the 
sandcastle, the data suggests that there were few changes in practice during 
the project. Collectively it felt like we were unable to fortify and reinforce the 
sandcastle fast enough. The tide was overpowering us and parts of the 
sandcastle were breaking off and being dispersed into the sea. Specifically, 
towards the end of the project, two major customers of Plasticproducts 
ceased buying their packaging from the company, moving to cheaper and 
more “innovative” packaging solutions offered by competitors. Profitability was 
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squeezed because output was lowered without the corresponding proportional 
reduction in costs.  
 
In considering the experiences of the project some critical questions can be 
posed. Could this, and other organisations, be made more ‘change ready’ to 
improve the chances of melding Beer’s (2001) goals of both economic (E) 
change and cultural (O) change? With the assistance of hindsight the answer 
to this question is yes. Data captured during the Global Strategy survey 
suggested that participants only had a rudimentary understanding of the 
financial situation of the business. It is not surprising that they gave garbled 
and less than enthusiastic support to the changes proposed, as the economic 
imperative to make change was not known. An option that could have been 
pursued is the undertaking of a business financial acumen intervention early 
in the project, at a level that could be comprehended and digested by 
participants. However, this task would itself have been challenging as some 
employees were known to have reading and writing skill deficiencies, and 
lacked numerical reasoning capability to the point of being unable to interpret 
simple graphs. Even if this training could have been delivered successfully, 
collaborative attempts to change practice were not assured of success as the 
threat of personal impact was found to be a strong resistance factor. It can 
therefore be concluded that in circumstances where productivity leads to job 
losses it is very unlikely that employees will collaborate to achieve 
transformational changes. It follows that where productivity improvement is a 
necessary goal, this will only be achieved by other more forceful 
implementation processes at the expense of a high-commitment cultural. As 
Beer (2001) warns however, the inherent dilemma of this conclusion is that 
change without commitment is less likely to be sustainable. This conclusion 
also suggests that collaborative and participative constructionist-learning 
techniques will be necessarily limited to those manufacturing areas where 
tangible workforce benefits can be clearly established and broadly shared. 
Examples of these areas are safety, where there is a clear and personalised 
benefit to all if practice can be improved, and perhaps quality improvement if 
improved performance does not threaten jobs. The described resistance to 
change also inhibits the processes of collaborative practitioner research in a 
manufacturing setting. I therefore hold my view that this style of research is 
problematic in the context of transformational productivity change in such a 
setting, and should be limited to research into the described non-threatening 
areas. 
 
The conclusion I have drawn is that adopting a collaborative approach to  
changing practice has not prevented the described profit squeeze at 
Plasticproducts. It therefore follows that other tactics need to be implemented 
if this sandcastle is to survive. In recognising this, a dilemma is confronted as 
it is unclear as to what other tactics could be used. Newer production 
technology is yet to be proven commercially. Further competitor 
rationalisation, that is the merging of companies producing competing goods, 
is currently blocked by Government anti-competitive legislation. The local 
market, limited in size and characterised by numerous small volume orders, 
mitigate the financial benefits of larger, faster and more complex machines. It 
is difficult not to feel a sense of hopelessness as pencil lines are drawn 
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through tactical options. This state is not unique to Plasticproducts. By 
coincidence, during the period of writing this exegesis two car component 
manufacturers went into receivership. For a few weeks the future of the car 
manufacturing industry in Australia was threatened by this situation. While 
rescue negotiations involving the Administrators, Unions and car assembly 
companies are underway; the medium term outlook appears grim. The 
findings of this project suggest the same grim future for other Australian 
manufacturing companies. 
 
At the outset the words of the Finn Brothers were used to highlight our 
reaction to globalisation. So the question remains; in manufacturing 
organisations similar to Plasticproducts, where the reaction to competition is 
unfavourable, is there anything that managers can do to improve practice? If a 
positive answer can be found to this question some sense of hope for the 
future can be maintained. In responding to this question the concept of 
‘partnering’ practice resonates. By partnering I mean working one-on-one or in 
small groups of peers or subordinates on work related issues and goals. The 
aim being to overcome the barrier to collaborative learning derived from the 
power relationships as experienced in this project, by sharing both the burden 
of the issue and the responsibility for seeking solution, rather than merely 
sitting in judgement. Partnering would be a demonstration of a new practice in 
which suggestions for other new practices, or opportunities for replication of 
the modelled partnering process, could be tabled and discussed. The 
effectiveness of partnering as a change process is a worthwhile follow-up 
research project.  
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Organisational Restructure Process 
 
Major Objectives 
 
• To evaluate the potential benefits of an organizational restructure at 
Plasticproducts. 
• To design a revised structure. 
• To obtain employee commitment to a restructure process. 
 
Scope 
 
Production, quality, training, EHS, maintenance, engineering, construction, 
warehousing and logistics functions 
 
Elements to be considered  
 
• Work processes 
• Workflow and procedures 
• Internal groups and boundaries 
• Reporting relationships 
• Organizational layers and span of control 
• External support relationships 
• Co-ordinating linkages and mechanisms 
• Decision-making authorities 
• Control/approval authorities 
• Allocation of tasks to positions 
• Position accountabilities and goals 
• Operational boundaries 
• Operational systems 
 
Re-design principles 
 
• creation of roles and teams around ‘whole’ tasks 
• minimizing organizational layers 
• increasing span of control 
• separating make & maintain from longer term improvement 
• minimising excessive data generation and reporting 
• minimising indirect resources 
 
Anticipated benefits of an organizational redesign 
 
• Streamlined, more efficient work processes and systems 
• Enhanced communication 
• Elimination of duplication and unnecessary work 
• Improved ownership for a ‘whole’ outcome 
• Manufacturing Expense salary cost savings  
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Process Leadership Roles & Responsibilities 
 
Sponsor  
 
• sanction the process 
• member of process strategic management team 
• ‘independent’ arbiter 
• process overseer 
 
Organisational design advisor  
 
• provision of org design basis/options/expertise 
• ‘quality’/rationale checker 
• member of process strategic management team 
 
Facilitator  
 
• workshop facilitation 
• member of process strategic management team 
 
PHASE 1. SENIOR MANAGEMENT LEVELS 
 
Phase 1 Objectives 
 
• To explore current leading edge organisational designs together with 
current work roles, processes and structures, to evaluate the potential 
benefits of an organizational restructure at Plasticproducts. 
• Design of revised senior level structure, identifying functions reporting 
to each position. 
• To obtain leadership commitment to a restructure process. 
• To improve relationships within the manufacturing leadership team, 
and enhance team performance. 
• Development of change management skills within the manufacturing 
leadership team. 
• To facilitate career self-reflection of leadership team members. 
 
Phase 1 anticipated outcomes 
 
• An agreed outline of i) the major processing steps, and the functions 
needed to achieve the short term objectives of each major step, and ii) 
the longer term support functions, grouped together where there is a 
logical connection, required to meet the longer term objectives of the 
major process steps. 
• A recommended leadership structure consistent with this analysis. 
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• Defined responsibilities, accountabilities and competencies of each of 
these leadership positions. 
• An agreed process and plan for filling the leadership roles.  
• An outline of the anticipated benefits of moving to the revised 
organization. 
• An approved plan for development of phase 2. 
 
Phase 1 process participants 
 
Manufacturing Manager 
Logistics Manager 
Capital Engineering Manager 
Technical Engineering Manager 
Printing Production Manager 
Forming Production Manager 
Maintenance Manager 
 
Draft Phase 1 Initial Workshop Process  
 
(1) ‘Case for change’ - Sponsor  
-> continuous cost reduction 
-> personal observations of available opportunities. 
(2) Outline of anticipated outcomes - Sponsor 
(3) Available resources/support – Sponsor 
(4) Introduce leadership roles and responsibilities – Sponsor 
(5) Facilitator ‘check-in’ 
’How are we feeling about the process & objectives?’ 
(6) ‘Developing team rules and protocol’ – Facilitator 
(7) ‘Developing a work plan’ – Facilitator 
 
 
PHASE 2. BROAD ORGANISATIONAL LEVEL 
 
Phase 2 objectives 
 
• To explore current leading edge organisational designs together with 
current work roles, processes and structures, to evaluate the potential 
benefits of an organizational restructure at Plasticproducts. 
• Design of revised structures and roles. 
• To obtain broad commitment to a restructure process. 
• To improve relationships within the broad manufacturing team, and 
enhance team performance. 
• To facilitate career self-reflection of team members. 
 
Phase 2 anticipated outcomes 
 
• Broader agreement with the conclusions of phase 1. 
• Agreed team structures and roles. 
 69 
• Defined responsibilities, accountabilities and competencies of all new 
positions 
• An approved process and plan for filling new roles and implementing 
the structure 
 
Phase 2 participants 
 
Cross section of production, quality, training, EHS, maintenance, engineering, 
construction, warehousing and logistics staff employees. Team member 
selection process to be defined in phase 1. 
 
Next steps 
 
(1) Form re-design strategic management team 
(2) Select facilitator 
(3) Strategic management team debate & agree to the change processes and 
re-design principles. 
(4) Develop ‘Case for Change’ 
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Meeting 2 outcomes 
 
Processes/task lists developed for specific structural changes; 
 
§ Implementing level ‘6’ in Forming 
§ Restructure/combining Maintenance and Capital Engineering teams 
§ Streamlining customer service/production 
planning/purchasing/warehouse 
§ Working team’s established for each of the above  
§ Report back meeting set for 1st December to review team 
recommendations 
 
Participant feedback 
 
§ Participants were frustrated by mid afternoon. Believed that the 
‘Fawkner’ model was being imposed. 
§ Participants did not understand the ‘point of production’ model.   
§ They do not see the need for ‘radical’ structural change at 
 
My Conclusions 
 
§ Different definitions of ‘organisational restructuring’ were present in the 
room. Most participants are more comfortable with ‘fix what we know is 
wrong’ rather than a clean sheet approach at this time.  
§ Faced with a more significant approach which was not understood, nor 
seen to be needed, the order of approach defined in the morning 
[business strategy -> organisational structure -> skill upgrade] was 
suddenly reversed mid afternoon.  
 
My assumptions leading into meeting 2 that were probably incorrect [in 
hindsight] 
 
§ That the participants would be able to conceptualise an organisational 
model 
§ That we would be more influential 
§ That participant’s would be more open with their executive leaders in 
the room.  
 
Decision’s required by the Strategy team 
 
§ Do we want to change the process methodology/facilitation? 
 
Recommended Plan 
 
§ Go with the energy in the group ie. facilitate the items they want to 
work on 
§ Continue to informally discuss the ‘point of production’ approach and its 
benefits 
§ Continue to facilitate participants to confront key business  process 
opportunities [that a node organisational model would help resolve]  
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Agenda for 2nd leadership learning cluster 
 
Pre-reading – “How to Develop and Organisation capable of Sustained High 
Performance: Embrace the Drive for Results-Capability Development 
Paradox’ – Michael Beer. 
 
(1) Can we represent the change processes outlined in the Michael Beer 
article in a model to assist our understanding? 
 
(2) Sketching the model, listing the characteristics, and discussing the 
advantage and disadvantages of the extreme points. 
 
(3) Considering our current implementation process, where would you place 
the following change programs on a continuum with top-down imposed 
change at one end, and bottom-up developmental change at the other? Why? 
 
 The JSRA process 
 Safety Observations 
 PPE compliance 
 5S 
 Hygiene compliance 
 ‘How we are organised’ 
 Lid forming demanning 
 Print classification structure 
 
 Select some more from your own goals and place them. 
 
(4) What are the implications of where a program is positioned on the 
continuum? 
 
(5) Are some elements of the same change program at different points on the 
continuum? Does this matter? Can/will the position change over time or with 
experience?  
 
(6) Does the point on the continuum differ dependent on your position in the 
organisation? How can we cope with this? 
 
(7) Should you/we revise any of our change implementation approaches 
based on your conclusions above? 
 
(8) With this knowledge, how should we approach the change to job share 
machine mechanical set-ups?  
  
(9) Key learnings from Innovation Insights plant visits 
 - come prepared to table 2 key learnings per visit 
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Meeting Date: 28th September 2004 
 
Q1: What did you learn in today’s leadership learning cluster 
meeting? 
[  The Continuum was quite a good tool to show the process of how to 
gain end results. 
[  Allows you to measure your progress to maintain momentum  
[  Nothing really new, just a confirmation of my past learnings and 
beliefs 
[  We could translate a change model/theory to what has happened in 
our workplace. 
[  Given the level of dicsussion and involvement, people were 
interested in the topic as being relevent to them.   
[  Different ideas on how to implement change 
[  Although you are always trying to move along the continuum 
towards top down there will be times where your objective will 
move back and forth 
[  The way change is implemented is a direct relationship with the 
way change is adopted 
[  What the word continuum means and for 3 steps forward along the 
line expect to take 1 step back 
[  That managing is a balancing act between motivating people to work 
towards company goals (profit). 
[  There is no one method for change. We probably did not go far 
enough with the change or actually decide what was the desired 
outcome. Example: show eventual sales of business after change. 
Was desired outcome an increase in market value or change for 
actual long term stability? 
[  Examples of different approaches for organisational change.  
[  From the  ASDA story, companies are not 'born' with high 
performance capabilities and they can be transformed into high 
performance companies. 
 76 
Q2: In what ways will you plan to implement this learning in your 
day-to-day leadership role? 
[  Will mentally adopt this tool for scoping and implementing projects 
where lots of comunication with people is involved to drive 
agreement 
[  Continue with the cluster meetings as it appears to be an effective 
way of learning about leadership. 
[  The introduction more models of change in future cluster meetings. 
[  To introduce change slowly 
[  To be persistent and try to encourage people to where we want to 
be and to set clear objectives 
[  Use these type of leadership skills and will continue to do so 
working on my end vision. 
[  Consider outcomes required, consider the target group and 
consider timing 
[  When implementing something new do not expect to be accepted 
wholly but be prepared to work it through over a period of time. 
[  Continued discussion of the model when they are dealing with day 
to day events. 
[  Small steps in the desired direction is sometimes the best way to 
achieve the long term goal. 
[  Decide target group for the change and address issues relevant to 
the group. 
[  Support new team structures by coaching and building employees 
trust and self esteem. Focus on the development of higher skills. 
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Q3: What new or revised actions do you plan to take as a result of 
the cluster meeting in order to achieve your job goals? 
[  Continue to empower shop floor people and train them on wider 
aspects of the business.  
[  Make departments more self sufficient by having more exposure to 
management reasonings and vision. Everybody needs to be working 
to the same end goal. 
[  To take note on the different reactions people have when change is 
implemented 
[  To develop people to believe in team structures communicate this 
through our team meetings etc 
[  Not much! Unless appropriate support is provided by maintenance 
[  Try to be more conciliatory when dealing with people. 
[  Comunication, it is vital to let people know the big picutre and how 
their role is important in making it happen. 
[  No defined direction established yet. 
[  Work on building employees trust and ensuring that employees 
understand that organisational changes are meant to improve their 
job security and not threaten them personally. 
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Q4: What barriers do you anticipate that you may face in enacting 
your new or revised actions? 
[  Thinking about concepts and relating the concept to the workplace 
is not easy. I expect this to be difficult. 
[  Some leaders do not work to any end vision or forward thinking, 
they have no strategic plan, they are in a comfort zone. Wasted 
resources on training unsuitable leaders is too common. Impact on 
peoples livelihoods should be used in strategic plans from the start, 
not when changes have been made and it is too late. 
[  If you spend too much time anticipating barriers you are not going 
to move forward with your vision within a realistic and acheivable 
timeframe. 
[  People don’t like and resist change  
[  Not enough people use the simple 'get the job done' attitude and 
are not held accountable when the job is not done. There is very 
little market knowledge amongst the leadership group, very little 
customer-supplier interaction and knowledge of what the customer 
wants and when. 
[  A lot of leaders are negative, they do not know how to lead change 
from the current situation to the future required situation of what 
the end goal is. 
[  There maybe some difficulties from corporate personnel if our 
cluster meetings clash with corporate leadership development 
processes. 
[  That change will take longer than planned 
[  Operators are still reluctant to change  
[  Management (I have assumed senior management here from the context of 
the answer) 
[  My own barrier to change 
[  A lack of interest as change implemented did not address 
frustration of all of Plasticproducts 
[  In any organisational change, some people may find that their 
status and identity is threatened. Therefore, I would not expect 
that an organisational change will be accepted immediately. 
[  I do not believe in barriers, there is always a solution and this is 
overcome with passion and persistence. Barriers are only a test of 
your change leadership skills. 
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Q5: What plans/tactics/strategies have you established to overcome 
these barriers?  
[  A constant review of your goal and SWOT analysis at different 
stages will point you in the right direction should any other areas 
of the business change the path. 
[  Plans, tactics and strategies should always be established prior to 
implementing. Thinking about the impact, if any, and to what 
degree, these are going to have on your people should be at the 
forefront of any change. The timing and who needs to know is also 
very important. 
[  Facilitate practice in relating new concepts to our workplace. 
[  Keep corporate personnel informed of what we are doing and seek 
to integrate other strategies. 
[  Allow extra time for some changes and persist 
[  To be persistent listen and try and sort out issues, talk to all 
shifts, try to win one shift at a time. 
[  Take more time to weigh up situation and plan my tactics well 
before hand. 
[  Take small steps, encourage them to try and evalute the results. 
Get feedback to help and refine new processes. 
[  Break down the approach instead of involving whole factory. 
[  Be persistent and work with people at all stages of organisational 
change, lead by example, facilitate and be part of the team. 
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Q6. The Leadership meeting is about how we communicate, share 
ideas and learn about leadership, do you have any suggestions for 
improving this meeting? 
[  We need to establish an agreed vision for the company with the 
objectives built into the leadership groups workplans, which are 
reviewed on an average 3 monthly basis. 
[  We as a group need to know our customer/market needs far more 
than we do and have our people have a thorough understanding of 
this. Our people need to have ownership of the processes and not 
be bottlenecked by bueacracy of making improvements to it. 
[  We need more people who can identify/have input and involvement 
with senior managements goals and objectives and still have a 
trusted good rapour with the shopfloor people and implement and 
teach. We should be thinking along the lines of strengthening these 
links. 
[  Notes or summary after the session will be useful as well as 
suggested readings or links for further exploration. Felt the last 
session was run through too quickly. Should not always be about 
taking away to implement but also try new ideas, theories. 
[  In time, rotate the facilitator role. 
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Q1: What did you learn from today’s LEAD presentation? 
 
• That communication is a very important component to making a 
company succeed. The No1 influence of employees is being 
entrusted with responsibility and independence. 
• That the communication is still the area where we can improve. The 
survey confirms that one of the ways of influencing people is to 
entrust them with responsibility/independence. 
• Communication to employees is ongoing and is where we need to 
improve. Gain their trust in the company for job security. 
• That making work more interesting can be rewarding to some and 
that this is the future trend. 
• LEAD presentation showed me that I have been heading in the 
correct direction, which confirms that work being done in certain 
areas will benefit the organisation in the near future. 
• That the process of our training and coaching is heading in the 
right direction and that mentoring and coaching are the way to the 
future. 
• That there is an audit conducted & documented re – peoples 
attitude to work 
 
Q2: How will you use this in your day-to-day leadership role? 
 
§ Continual feedback to my direct reports and working as a coach. 
Taking opportunities to give responsibility and independence to 
team. 
§ Use positive feedback, team meetings, one on one reviews with my 
team. 
§ Continue to empower people with responsibility and independence 
so that with the correct training and development they become 
excellent learners   
§ To make some individuals job more interesting and give slight 
increase in responsibility 
§ Continue to entrust our guys with responsibility & independence 
with good relationships. 
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Q3: What new or revised actions do you plan to take as a result of 
the survey in order to achieve your job goals? 
 
§ Regular reviewing of my own communication skills through feedback 
back from my reports 
§ Support in the adjusting to change in our team environment working 
in developing our people and challenging them in their role in the 
organisation 
§ Looking for particular individuals for development and more effort 
to understand peoples needs 
§ Continued provision of challenges and opportunities for people to 
learn and develop 
§ Further training in mentor/coaching 
§ Focus on ensuring continued good relationship with all staff, and 
that interesting and challenging jobs are shared. 
 
Q4: What barriers do you anticipate that you may face in enacting 
your new or revised actions? 
 
§ My direct reports not feeling that they can be open and honest 
§ Ageing workforce, change is hard to accept for better or worse 
§ Different needs will mean different working situations, conditions, 
make others feel that they are not being treated fairly. 
§ Manage the barriers as and when they present themselves.  
§ Time constraints 
§ No major barriers, I think that the5 major influences that give 
positive performance area achievable. 
 
Q5: What plans/tactics/strategies have you established to overcome 
these barriers?  
 
§ Communicate, be open, support and have a good working relationship  
§ Explanation about the changes going on. 
§ If clear goals and objectives are set then plans/tactics/strategies 
can be easier to communicate and implement. People need to know 
why! 
§ Continual feedback reviews, both informal/formal and asking for 
honest feedback on where they think they can improve.  
§ To improve skill: ESM training and entrust people as trainers 
§ Plan will be to give forums to enable communications & feedback to 
take place. 
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Q6: Do you think this type of survey is worthwhile        Yes   No 
  Note yes on 7/7 responses.  
Why? 
§ Gives us the big picture stuff, which then allows us to take back to 
our teams (communication) 
§ Good feedback on how employees v/s management have different 
perspective 
§ Showing were we fit in the business/people industry 
§ Gives you indication of what the trends are  
§ Future trends can always be seen from studied data 
§ It gives as a bench mark on which to judge our selves. 
§ It gives confidence that approach is correct or requires re 
direction 
 
Q7: How could this session and/or the survey be improved? 
 
§ Less stats & figures, more discussion 
§ A group of leaders, senior management and employees should all 
be presented the survey in a group and discuss openly about the 
logic behind each groups thoughts. 
§ More of the staff to turn up. 
§ More interactive, more examples of actual performance, more 
factors that influence people on this site. 
 
Q8:  Do you think you will participate next year?  Yes No  
Why? Note yes on 7/7 responses. 
 
§ Interested in the trends 
§ To get update on what’s happening in the industry 
§ It is always good to see where employees sit verses management & 
their thoughts 
§ To see if we are still on track or need improvement and to see what 
I have to focus on 
§ Interesting to see future trends 
§ It’s good to see if we are moving forward 
§ Interesting topic 
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Q9:  Would you like more sessions like these,   Yes      No    
If yes on what topics?  Note yes on 4/7 responses. 
 
§ Similar industry surveys 
§ Communication, strategic planing & thinking, planning and organising, 
change leadership, work/life balance 
§ When there is a need 
§ To help enforce style & systems that  are fedback from others 
 86 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Exhibit 6 Themed 
data from 
leadership 
learning 
cluster 2 
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Analysed responses to leadership learning cluster 2, question 2 - In what ways will you plan to implement this learning in 
your day-to-day leadership role?  
 
Theme Response 
 
Action 
relevant to 
intended 
learning 
Decide target group for the change and address issues relevant to the group.  
Consider outcomes required, consider the target group and consider timing. 
 
Response 
not relevant 
to intended 
learning and 
generic 
‘Management 
Speak’ 
Will mentally adopt this tool for scoping and implementing projects where lots of comunication with people is 
involved to drive agreement. 
Small steps in the desired direction is sometimes the best way to achieve the long term goal.  
To be persistent and try to encourage people to where we want to be and to set clear objectives. 
Continued discussion of the model when they are dealing with day to day events. 
To introduce change slowly.  
Use these type of leadership skills.  
When implementing something new do not expect to be accepted wholly but be prepared to work it through 
over a period of time. 
Support new team structures by coaching and building employees trust and self esteem. Focus on the 
development of higher skills. 
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Analysed responses to leadership learning cluster 2, question 3 - What new or revised actions do you plan to take as a 
result of the cluster meeting in order to achieve your job goals? 
 
Theme Response 
 
Action 
relevant to 
achieving job 
goals 
 
Response 
that are not 
actions 
consistent 
with 
intended 
learning and 
generic 
‘Management 
Speak’ 
Comunication, it is vital to let people know the big picutre and how their role is important in making it happen 
To take note on the different reactions people have when change is implemented 
To develop people to believe in team structures communicate this through our team meetings 
Try to be more conciliatory when dealing with people 
Continue to empower shop floor people and train them on wider aspects of the business 
Make departments more self sufficient by having more exposure to management reasonings and vision. 
Everybody needs to be working to the same end goal. 
Not much! Unless appropriate support is provided by maintenance 
No defined direction established yet 
Work on building employees trust and ensuring that employees understand that organisational changes are 
meant to improve their job security and not threaten them personally 
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Analysed responses to leadership learning cluster 2, question 5 - What plans/tactics/strategies have you established to 
overcome these barriers? 
 
Theme Response 
 
Action 
relevant to 
overcoming 
barriers 
To be persistent, listen and try and sort out issues, talk to all shifts, try to win one shift at a time. 
Take small steps, encourage them to try and evalute the results. Get feedback to help and refine new 
processes. 
Be persistent and work with people at all stages of organisational change, lead by example, facilitate and be 
part of the team 
 
Response 
not relevant 
to 
overcoming 
barriers and 
generic 
‘Management 
Speak’ 
A constant review of your goal and SWOT analysis at different stages will point you in the right direction 
should any other areas of the business change the path. 
Break down the approach instead of involving whole factory 
The timing and who needs to know is also very important. 
Allow extra time for some changes and persist 
Take more time to weigh up situation and plan my tactics well before hand 
Plans, tactics and strategies should always be established prior to implementing. Thinking about the impact, 
if any, and to what degree, these are going to have on your people should be at the forefront of any change 
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Analysed responses to leadership learning cluster 3, question 2 - How will you use this [learning] in your day-to-day 
leadership role? 
 
Theme Response 
 
Action 
relevant to 
intended 
learning 
Continual feedback to my direct reports and working as a coach. Taking opportunities to give responsibility 
and independence to team. 
Use positive feedback, team meetings, one on one reviews with my team. 
Response 
not relevant 
to intended 
learning and 
generic 
‘Management 
Speak’ 
To make some individual’s job more interesting and give slight increase in responsibility.  
Continue to entrust our guys with responsibility & independence with good relationships.  
Continue to empower people with responsibility and independence so that with the correct training and 
development they become excellent learners. 
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Analysed responses to leadership learning cluster 3, question 3 - What new or revised actions do you plan to take as a 
result of the survey in order to achieve your job goals? 
 
Theme Response 
 
Action 
relevant to 
achieving job 
goals 
Regular reviewing of my own communication skills through feedback back from my reports. 
Further training in mentor/coaching. 
Response 
that are not 
actions 
consistent 
with 
intended 
learning and 
generic 
‘Management 
Speak’ 
Support in the adjusting to change in our team environment working in developing our people and challenging 
them in their role in the organisation. 
Looking for particular individuals for development and more effort to understand peoples needs. 
Continued provision of challenges and opportunities for people to learn and develop. 
Focus on ensuring continued good relationship with all staff, and that interesting and challenging jobs are 
shared. 
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Analysed responses to leadership learning cluster 3, question 5 - What plans/tactics/strategies have you established to 
overcome these barriers? 
 
Theme Response 
 
Action 
relevant to 
overcoming 
barriers 
Continual feedback reviews, both informal/formal and asking for honest feedback on where they think they 
can improve.  
To improve skill: ESM training and entrust people as trainers. 
Plan will be to give forums to enable communications & feedback to take place. 
Response 
not relevant 
to 
overcoming 
barriers and 
generic 
‘Management 
Speak’ 
Communicate, be open, support and have a good working relationship. 
Explanation about the changes going on. 
If clear goals and objectives are set then plans/tactics/strategies can be easier to communicate and 
implement. People need to know why! 
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Exhibit 8 Global 
manufacturing 
strategy 
review - 
collated 
question 
responses  
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Global Manufacturing Strategy review – summarised answers 
 
 
1. What do you think is the purpose of a global manufacturing strategy 
 
To summarize where Plasticproducts globally are heading and to give 
us direction and to follow certain objectives set 
 
Several purposes: 
• To align all Plasticproducts businesses with common standards, 
measures, target etc 
• Aid the future growth of Plasticproducts business 
Corporations have got to have strategies  
 
To align the strategies of all manufacturing plants and to standardise 
the integration of corporate goals, strategies and objectives with 
hopefully similar successful results being obtained 
 
I believe that GMS has been developed after extensive research of today’s 
global economy and as such it should provide us with answers how to survive 
and stay on top in area of our business. In my opinion the purpose of GMS is 
to standardize the best work practises within Plasticproducts globally. It 
serves as a guide to all sites across the globe and gives us the chance to 
benchmark our selves against it.  
 
To ensure standard practices are used worldwide within Plastic 
products – with the aim to be worlds best 
 
It sets out standard guidelines and objectives for all sites in the group 
 
To align all sites to the core business priorities of Plasticproducts 
(customer 1st, cash flow, WCM etc) 
 
To have Plasticproducts International work along the same guidelines. 
 
To become a safer, efficient and more profitable business through the 
development of employee involvement and accountability. 
 
Efficiency. To produce the products at the most efficient cost 
 
To align the manufacturing teams throughout the world into systematic 
processes where every person is working towards the same objectives. 
 
Purpose of a global manufacturing strategy is to improve the position of the 
organisation. It is about ensuring that in any industry an organisation is more 
profitable than its competitors 
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2. How relevant have the global manufacturing strategy initiatives been 
to our business? 
 
Relevant in the Safety Area   
 
I believe they have been relevant 
 
Not all past strategies have been aligned with our business plan/model 
 
Absolutely relevant. 
 
Very relevant – as good manufacturing practices can also be applied 
to our business. 
 
They are quite relevant 
 
Most are relevant 
 
They are sound principles 
 
Very relevant 
 
Very relevant 
 
Why? 
 
Implementation off 9 drivers ,Icarus system ,trying to change culture to 
safety, weekly mso filled in by shop floor personnel ,team based 
manufacturing, encourage team involvement 
 
Because Tulla management implemented a Leadership program to use the 9 
drivers in a meaningful and positive way. 
 
Rigids – Formed plastics is a specialised market of which it has not 
always beed a core component beneath the Global manufacturing 
strategy. 
Flexibles has always been seen as the core business 
 
There is evidence over the last 12 months that number of strategic initiatives 
have been implemented. 
 
Strategy initiatives are setting goals for all global sites – this can be used 
as a tool to measure our performance  
 
They objectives and guidelines laid out in the strategy are already inline with 
our own plans and visions 
 
Most of the strategies are inline with our business or are on their wish list 
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We all want to be safe in our workplace and should be working towards 
increasing efficiency and customer demands. 
 
It sets the direction and the goals we should be achieving 
 
The strategy has assisted in team-based manufacturing concepts, the 
introduction of knowledge in the financial costs related to manufacturing 
 
Global manufacturing strategy provides a good framework for our 
Code of Conduct 
 
3. What do you see are the biggest threats to our business? 
4. For each threat, show a time frame that you see it will come to be? 
 
Symphony,(1 year)  
Tendering on line,(ONGOING) 
Overseas Competitors(ongoing), and Local 
E.B.A (1 year) 
 
1. Asian competitors (2-5 years) 
2. Our workforces lack of ability to change and be flexible (3 – 5 years 
Although we can foresee some of these problems now) 
3. Too much “Global” interference (now) 
 
Inability to change cultures and work practices of the past (Present) 
The ability to broaden the skill sets of our people (Present) 
The low labour cost of Asian/Chinese manufacturing plants in 
association with their closure on the quality and technological gaps of 
the past ( 1-2 years away) 
Static Australian market with low growth rates and average 
shareholder returns of around 11% must turnaround (Indefinite) 
 
• Workplace culture – It’s happening now. 
• Lack of skilled workforce – Ongoing. [Current pay structure all over the 
place] 
• EBA – Next year 
 
Not developing our people – to grow with the changes required ( 2- 
5years)         
Not keeping up with new technology implementation (5 to 10 years) 
Not driving - to reduce DMC costs(now) 
Opposition doing things better, cheaper, faster ( now) 
O/Seas competition – cheaper labour ( 5years) 
 
1) Overseas competition 
2) External pressures – i.e.: price of Oil 
3) Internal attitudes and behaviours 
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Our complacency/roadblocks to change - ongoing. Market change - 
immediate, competitors, import potential – 2-5 years 
 
Overseas competition – 0-5 years 
Aging work force – 0-15 years 
More environmentally friendly plastics 0-10 years 
 
Overseas competition 2-3 years 
Supermarket control of products available (starting to happen) 
 
EBA 
The ability of the Plasticproducts workforce to accept changes that we need to 
make to meet new challenges 
The threat of overseas competitors getting a foothold in the Australian market 
through local companies. 
 
The ability to change the workforce – up to 3 years 
Less employees 
Sustainable reliability/process improvement programs – within 3 years 
Internet bidding – now 
EBA 2006 and beyond  
Overseas competitors 
 
• Environmental concerns on plastic packaging 
• Increased competition in the global market 
• Market for margarine is decreasing, consumers are becoming more 
health conscious 
• Lack of commitment to hard work, ageing work force 
• Poor forward planning 
• Cost of lids is too high, making us uncompetitive 
• Industrial dispute/unreasonable demands during EBA negotiations 
 
1) With the Darwin rail link in place, shipping time is cut 
drastically, making it far more convenient for Asian 
suppliers to make inroads, so at best we may have another 
18 months (probably less) to counter any threats. 
2) The price of Oil is spiralling upwards, putting pressure on 
costs of doing business on us and on our customers, as well 
as reducing the spending power of consumers. It is already 
evident now. 
3) Attitudes among our people are slowly changing. There is 
still resistance to change but more people are now 
prepared to give it a go. I am unable to forecast a time 
frame for this. The Government has flagged changes to 
the IR laws after July when they control both Houses of 
Parliament. The Unions have flagged resistance. Our 
people have shown over time that they prefer the Union 
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views to our own, even if its to the detriment of the 
business.   
 
5. What do you think are the biggest opportunities? 
 
To improve factory morale through team based, so it is not us against 
them we need them to have a better understanding off our business 
demands and threats. Need to do it better than our competitors and 
cheaper 
 
Create a “new” workforce that can adapt quickly, training existing workers and 
by inserting some new people.  
Implementing Lean Manufacturing (principles of measurement and continued 
improvement) 
 
Broadening the skill set of our people (Both a threat and opportunity) 
Acquisition of an Asian business to enter a market of larger growth. 
Starting an operation from scratch is not viable with the Asian business 
culture 
Looking at un researched markets such as US, Russia, NZ 
 
• Investing in Overseas plants and using those plants to supply into 
Australian and Overseas markets. Having a R & D facility  
• Workplace culture.  
• Team based structure gives us more chance to work on culture change 
which is crucial for our business. 
§ Increase skill levels of our operators from 20% skill base to 70%  
§ Reduce our labour force by automation and by better understanding of 
our business 
§ Reduce scrap rates by 50%  
§ Production monitoring – to measure performance  
§ Expand our product and business into Asia  
§ Learn and become more flexible in our production methods 
 
to develop and offer innovative packaging solutions to create new markets. 
 
JV’s, aquisitions 
 
Our people – to continue to develop them. 
To involve our floor staff in improvements to the plant 
 
Greater efficiency of machines producing less waste 
 
Re-educate our workforce, which would allow a flatter organisation and 
become more cost efficient. 
 
Education of our employees which will assist in us becoming the best 
rigid plastic container thermoformers in the world. Involvement of our 
employees in the ownership of the business.  
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Expansion of our business either interstate or overseas 
 
• Train and develop our people. Facilitate team-based manufacturing 
concepts 
• Engage all employees on our philosophy of continuous improvement 
• Improve communication with all employees on the company’s long term 
vision 
 
6. Do you believe that a continuation of the current global manufacturing 
strategy will assure the survival of Plasticproducts? 
 
Yes x 8 
No  x 4 
 
If not, what needs to be added?  
 
We need direction in which way we are heading, it needs to be 
consistent through our own plant and implemented the way it was 
intended. 
 
It’s not needs to be added the ideas behind the strategy are ok. It is the way 
they are implemented and resourced that needs to be modified. 
 
We need to find areas of market growth other than the markets we 
have grown accustomed to. The current stand off with Plasticproducts 
customers vs Competion customers not pursuing each others business 
has caused a static market place. Our customers are currently 
determining how quickly we grow our own business. The global strategy 
is broadly stated and does not provide the resources needed to 
integrate its objectives into it manufacturing plants. 
 
Yes – It keeps us in the loop to ensure that the vision and results are within 
Plasticproducts strategy 
 
Export potential? 
 
Employees have to become more involved and want to move ahead and 
accept the new challenges. 
 
But we need more involvement from every person in the organisation 
and show a passion for them 
With globalisation and technological revolution, we need to change 
along with and get better than our competitors 
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Safety 
 
7. Why is safety strategic? 
 
A lot of money is invested in safety across plants we need to improve 
culture by implementation certain tools such as 9 drivers so safety 
becomes second nature to everyone 
 
Because  
• having a workplace that is unsafe should be unacceptable to everyone 
• unsafe workplaces are likely to go out of business either through 
accidents, legislation or litigation. 
 
Safety is strategic because the cost of a poor safety performance is 
detrimental to the bottom line of a business. Not many businesses can 
sustain a $4 million dollar Work cover premium and continue to operate 
with acceptable share holder return and continue to win new business 
with competitive pricing. 
 
As well as human side to safety where we would like our people to go home in 
a same state as they come to work, there is financial side to safety as well. 
Financial burden related to increase in insurance premiums and having 
injured employees away from work is something that has enormous effect on 
our financial bottom line. 
 
Safety is strategic to ensure that safety of everyone is ensured and that 
we can all can go home uninjured.  
Other reasons for good safety record: 
§ To ensure that loss time is minimised  
§ Reduces insurance costs 
§ World best practices are used 
 
Safety affects people, costs, resources, planning, productivity, morale and 
image of the company.  
 
A plan/methodology to drive an improvement in safety performance. 
Because it directly effects all of the strategic items on the summary and 
requires planning 
 
People area company’s greatest asset. If they are safe and injury free they 
produce. If they are injured the cost (insurance premiums go up, cost of labour 
and machine downtime goes up) 
 
Good safety saves the company money as well as keeping employee 
safe. We like to make sure they go home in the same condition as they 
came in. 
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Because you need a plan on what you are trying to achieve which allows you 
to set goals. This plan should be aimed at keeping employees safe at work 
and at home by changing attitude and good safety saves money 
 
Because provides framework and links individual objectives to 
corporate strategy 
 
8. Do you believe that full implementation of the ‘9 Drivers’ will deliver a 
TRIR of 1.0? 
 
Yes x 7 
No x 5 
Possibly x 1 
 
If not, what needs to be added? 
 
continual focus and reinforcement 
 
A lot of our people do not have a thorough overall understanding of 
the equipment/processes they work on during a daily basis. The 
ownership to have every part of a machine working properly and 
efficiently in good condition is not present. This means poor 
mechanical conditions are accepted, this leads to shortcuts being 
taken to circumvent problems. 
Shortages of resources has been a work practice conditioning in 
causing people to become fatigued and not think prior to their actions. 
A caring between fellow workers needs to be developed so that each 
person looks out for each other. 
 
This can be done by a total culture change. Currently there is a slow 
progression being made. However this full implementation must ensure that 
the following points are actioned and implemented: 
§ …Reduce frustration to take short cuts - by providing quick action 
teams to fix, repair, implement a solution to a problem issue.  
§  Taking too long to action identified JSRA points. This then mocks the 
entire vision and allows the people to work in an environment that they 
identified, could be improved 
 
Allowing casuals or low skilled workers to work on equipment with 
minimum training or on lines that require high skill level and experience 
– creating a risk or environment to take risks.  
 
The 9 Drivers is only a tool, what needs to change are attitudes from 
everyone. Ownership for safety, responsibility and initiative needs to be 
welcomed and encouraged. Accountability for actions needs to be reinforced 
with appropriate remedial actions. Quality and Service 
 
We consistenly suffer random machine failures, miss delivery deadlines, 
receive customer complaints etc. 
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Understanding 
 
We need to advertise and promote through the plant with signs or 
reminders that accidents can happen 
 
To reach the level we asking for we need to get the employees a lot more 
involved 
 
Again we need a significant cultural shift towards the 9 Drivers. We must 
all believe in them. I still think that it is a phase that we are going 
through which is not necessarily taken on by all employees. 
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Quality and Service 
 
9. How comprehensively have we adopted the Quality and Service 
actions? 
 
  1 2 3 4 5 
 [not at all]    [completely]   
 
2 x 2 
3 x 7 
 
Why have you allocated this rating? 
 
We are still reactive rather than proactive when it comes to quality. 
Demand v/s Quality different peoples interpretation of a good tub 
need to improve our quality testing and training 
 
We may be on target for quality but we still have too many quality issues that 
we can’t seem to sort out and we have no SPC at all.  
 
We are totally reactive to problems, not proactive in foreseeing what 
our customers require or what may present as potential problems for 
them. 
Our sales force is not experienced enough with our manufacturing 
processes and the limitations that bind them 
 
We are at the very early stages of developing systems that will eliminate 
catastrophic failures. No signs of institutionalisation of SPC yet. 
§ We are still reactive and not pro active.  
§ We do not have regular shift inspection of the process and quality for 
the product made - by the leader of the department.  
§ We produce entire run of the product without knowledge that there is a 
product quality issue. 
§ Quality personnel have a lack of understanding of the quality systems 
and how to use it - due to little or no training.  
§ Customer response reasons are not always accurate – and little of the  
corrective actions are put in place. 
 
Capacity seems overstretched. Directions on quality are very 
inconsistent. Its ok one-day but not the next. Again accountability and 
ownership is not reinforced. Machine breakdowns are repeating as 
either parts are not available or production pressures do not allow a 
proper fix. 
 
We consistently suffer random machine failures, miss delivery deadlines, 
receive customer complaints etc. 
 
We still have customer complaints. 
We still don’t have a perfect record on delivery ontime 
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We continually have to ship direct to customers to make deadlines 
 
With such a high flow of casual labour, quality is an issue and the 
consistency of how its applied. 
Some of our permanent employees do not show enough 
accountability with quality 
 
We are still receiving customer complaints from our customers both externally 
but mainly internally. We still have process capability problems 
 
We have a well established system designed to provide our employees 
with a set of principles to ensure they are capable of consistently 
producing goods which meet the expectations of our customers. 
However, there is always room for improvement. 
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Financial Performance 
 
10. Is our financial performance adequate? 
 
Yes x 2 
no    x 8 
ok I think 
 
11. What would be unacceptable financial performance? 
 
should be 15 % return on investment 
 
Don’t really know, from what we are told need to be the magical 16 % number. 
The current 8% seems acceptable.  (Feel very ignorant here!) 
 
Operating income return rates from 18-20% 
 
Although the corporate goal of 15% net profit is still distant dream for us our 
results over the past few years should be classified as inadequate rather then 
unacceptable. 
 
EBITDA less than 10% 
Returns stagnating or going backwards 
 
EBIT < 15% sales 
Reinvestment with no return 
15% return 
 
We are not achieving the Plasticproducts benchmark of 15% for the 
return on investment. This is something we need to work on. 
 
12. Which ‘controllable’ manufacturing factor has the biggest influence 
on our financials? 
 
Labour and factory expenses Productivity v/s downtime and machine 
utilisation, do it right the first time, planning 
 
Labour 
 
Labour and machine efficiencies 
 
Labour and material costs. 
 
Manufacturing expense 
 
Labour resources  
 
Labour costs 
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Wasted product 
Wasted time through bad planning 
 
Overtime should be more accountable. We should be looking to run 
23x5. 
 
Efficient labour/material utilisation – reduces overtime, less scrap 
• Planning 
• Material yield 
• Labour utilisation 
• Inventory 
• Machine efficiency [set-up and adjustment, minor stoppages, reduced 
speed, quality defects, start-up & shutdown] 
• waste 
• factory layout 
 
13. If you were CEO, what would you do in manufacturing to improve the 
‘bottom line’? 
 
Process improvement, machine reliability, less capital movement off 
equipment (last ten years plant layout for, machines should be on 
wheels we have moved them so much) 
 
Improve the Leadership capability of the Plasticproducts Senior Management 
 
I would have several people in different positions where they would 
make an enormous difference to the upskilling of our people and 
address some of the ownership issues that continue to plague us. 
Currently I believe their talents are somewhat wasted where they are 
positioned. 
 
More research into use of “unusable” scrap. 
Reduce manufacturing expense 
 
Upgrade facilities and machines to improve reliability, Automate to 
improve headcount. 
 
Focus on machine reliability 
 
Keep people informed of our expectations and where we are heading 
 
Your own people in key positions to push the required changes 
 
Concentrate on machine process reliability 
 
• Maintain a safe work environment 
• Reduce inventory & work in progress 
• Optimise labour utilisation 
 108 
• Run leaner on weekends and night shift 
 
14. If you were CEO, what would you do to save costs? 
 
Improve skill level on shop floor improve customer service better 
planning, better communication across levels  
 
Stop wasting money on useless corporate initiatives (eg Symphony). 
 
Stores, Maintenance – 12 hour shifts (bye, bye) People are not 
productive over a 12 hour period of work. 
 
• Consider implementation of reward scheme for well performing Teams  
• Improve span of control 
• Increase sales and reduce manufacturing costs. 
 
Reduce jobs with the highest associated costs but the least margins 
and expand on higher margin jobs 
 
Increase focus on safety and quality (ie. Heavily support initiatives in these 
areas) 
 
Run leaner on n/s and a/s. Run weekends for critical machinery and 
important customers 
 
Make managers more accountable for their overtime and use of casuals 
Make sure the material is on site before setting jobs 
 
Accountability of every person in relation to scrap produced. Put a 
cost in dollars for every piece of scrap generated 
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People 
 
15. How engaged are you in our business? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
 [not very]    [completely] 
 
3 x 4 
4 x 8 
5 x 2 
 
16. Where are you on this scale? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
[command/control]    [coach/learning] 
 
 
2 x 2 
3 x 5 
4 x 4 
5 x 1 
 
17. Is coaching/learning the best leadership style for our business? 
 
Yes x 8 
No x 1 
Still undecided 
 
Why? 
 
To improve morale on shop floor and develop people 
 
Because it’s the only way to permanently make people change the way they 
do things.  
 
Although some people tend to respond better to this style of leadership 
I do not believe it works for everybody. Certain situation and 
characters still respond to the brutality of command and control style 
 
Changing leadership style goes hand in hand with changing the culture in 
workplace. Once we change culture coaching/learning leadership style will be 
the best one for our business. In the meanwhile combination of those two is 
required. 
 
This style allows everyone to get involved. Allows people to come up with 
suggestions that can be steered in direction to outcome desired – with the 
feeling of involvement and ownership. 
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There is not enough Ownership yet from those on the floor. And there are 
those from the old school who do not want to learn anything new and would 
prefer to have someone else make the decisions.  
 
This will lead to people having a greater understanding of their 
expected performance and therefore desire to meet these 
expectations. 
 
Teaches people not to be afraid to make decisions 
 
Because it encourages people to become involved and feel part of 
the business. Education opens up opportunities. 
I think this is the way to go forward but are our employees and 
management ready to accept this style of leadership? 
 
Eventually yes, but because the ability to learn and understand the reasons 
how, why, when etc will as  
 
Consisent in moving towards a flatter organisation 
 
Coaching is the most popular technique for bring out the best in people 
 
18. ‘Flatter organisation’ means fewer managers, team leaders and 
engineers, would this be a dream or nightmare? 
 
Why? 
 
Dream x 8 
A dream if you had the right people in the right positions and a nightmare if 
you have the wrong people in any positions. 
Nightmare x 3 
A bit of both 
 
Only if our skill based people on the shop floor improved and worked 
together to achieve results. At the moment there is to much 
inconsistency between departments  
 
People do not currently have the broad skill sets required or the production 
understanding to become established leaders or successfully function. The 
development of our people needs to be ongoing and structured. 
 
It would mean that our Teams are self-sufficient, they have full 
ownership and understanding of our financial performance and they 
treat Company as it’s their own.  
 
This would indicate that all must be in control. The operators are able to make 
their own decisions, act on them and control the process.  
There would be time to focus on other issues and long term plans 
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A ‘Flatter Organisation’ means everybody works as a team with equal 
responsibility, ownership, accountability and pride in the company. 
That is a dream 
 
Communication processes would be simpler and more accurate, resulting in 
the desired outcomes being achieved more consistently. 
 
If the plant ran as efficiently as we expect it should, running flatter 
would be better 
 
There needs to be a balance 
 
At this point in time I do not think our management is pulling in the 
same direction and that flows onto the shop floor 
 
Because the people on the shop floor do not want to take responsibility. They 
are not aligned with the management’s vision. Nothing in it for the people. 
 
We need to have balance. Downsizing does not always mean that the 
company will make more money 
 
19. What should the next global strategy contain under the people 
header? 
 
Do our shop floor really understand were we are heading and there 
role in our business 
 
A corporate project to assess the first people strategy, how successful it was, 
what is wrong with it and an action plan to fix these problems before imposing 
anymore global strategies.   
 
Succession planning and career pathway development. 
Business leadership initiatives and strategies. 
A HR purpose within the organisation! 
 
People developments - how and why. 
 
If our people need to think like owners of the business, then they also 
should feel like owners of the business. A performance bonus paid in 
shares should be considered. 
 
A balance between work and family 
 
I think the current one is excellent. We need to strive for the current 
objectives 
 
A better informed workforce, people need to know what the company’s vision 
is
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Communication  
  
20. How comprehensively have we adopted the Communication actions? 
 
  1 2 3 4 5 
 [not at all]    [completely]   
 
1 
2 x5 
3 x4 
4 x2 
5 
 
Why have you allocated this rating? 
 
I believe communication across the board is poor  
 
The Tulla program for frontline leadership has addressed a number of the 
communication issues that has brought some progress and will get better. 
However from outside our immediate manufacturing group there have been 
no good/useful communication strategies from a global perspective.    
 
I believe this is an area where some parts of the manufacturing have 
actually improved and there is a confidence of understanding 
between departments of what is actually expected of each other. 
Unfortunately this confidence seems to be missing in other parts of the 
business and front end problems impact on manufacturing in too 
common a situation. 
 
Still early stages but we are moving in right direction. 
 
I believe the communication actions are now working well. There is a 
good strategy plan being put forward and communicated. This allows 
us all to ask questions if unclear. 
 
Internal communication is poor. The company’s progress is not really shared 
with employees. Problems or threats are not publicised or dealt with 
effectively. Achievements are not properly recognised. Interest in employee 
progress is superficial.  
 
General knowledge of the health of our business is poor. The majority of 
people do not understand and do not care as to how their actions 
effect the bottom line. 
 
Our expectations are sometimes not clear. We concentrate at the task at hand 
and not on the big picture. 
 
Information is being passed down the line effectively 
 
 113 
From my point of view we have not moved forward very far on communication 
because of a lack of commitment on behalf of some Team Leaders. 
 
I think we are all working in our own teams and not looking toward the 
bigger picture which is helping each other improve manufacturing 
which will supply confidence to the other segments of the business 
 
We still have a long way to go. Our people re not fully aware of what we need 
to achieve. 
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Implementation 
 
21. What have been the major barriers hindering the successful 
execution of the current manufacturing strategy? 
 
culture to change, miss trust between shop floor and management 
overall morale is low 
 
Too much to do at once! Not enough suitably skilled resources to complete 
them and too much time/resources wasted on sideline issues. Our 
organisation is not flexible enough to implement all the requirements at once 
so we fail or don’t implement any of them well.  
 
Narrow skill sets of a majority of our people 
Past management decisions and organisational changes 
Attrition of valuable employees/People positional changes 
Resource shortages directly affecting ownership and accountability 
Confidence in manufacturing team jilted! 
 
It didn’t reach shop floor employees. 
§ Everyone to busy fighting fires. 
§ Lack of understanding 
§ Lacking skills to implement 
§ Lack of good leaders to make it possible. 
Culture 
 
Lack of awareness. Resistance to imposition of change from elsewhere 
in the world. Apathy. “What is it going to do for me?” 
 
Heavy workloads, lack of support during change 
 
Culture (old school attitude) 
Trust (not trusting management. Thinking their only in it for themselves) 
 
Customer break-ins and machine reliability 
 
The unwillingness of the workforce to accept change because of the 
suspicions they have about management. 
I do not think that all our management are pulling in the same 
direction. 
 
The acceptance of the workforce in relation to the change that we are trying to 
deliver [believing that it is going to be better] 
The coaching and learning tasks as opposed to command and control 
[overwhelming] 
 
Employees reluctance for change and perhaps don’t trust of 
management 
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22. Are there inconsistencies or clashes between the global 
manufacturing strategy and our local Rigid’s initiatives that have 
hindered implementation?  
 
Yes x7 
No x3 
 
Why? 
 
Financial performance strategy has inconsistencies in it. I don’t believe 
the shop floor understand how their actions and decisions affect 
factory output. We don’t use our capital resources globally to minimise 
capital spending. 
 
The ability to provide resources when required and needed are hamstrung by 
span of control and employment processes. 
 
I don’t think that there are too many clashes. It is a matter how to 
achieve the goals within the time and tools available. 
I think that the general visions make sense – however achieving them is 
another matter due to barriers and red tape. 
 
On the surface, they seem to be what we have set out to achieve. 
 
Many changes are rolled out without the necessary ‘up-front’ support 
or they are poorly planned initially. Ownership suffers and the necessary 
infrastructure is either not there or it falls apart ie. People just don’t have 
the skills to deliver sustainable change. 
 
Recordable injuries a figure of 1. It should be a percentage of hours worked 
within the plant. 
 
The business objectives are sound 
 
Global strategies do not always take into account the uniqueness of 
thermoforming and local conditions. 
I think that the local initiatives are very well aligned 
 
Structure can be changed and accepted only if all employees have 
the opportunities to contribute towards it 
 
23. What should be included in the next strategy to overcome these 
barriers? 
 
Consistency between departments needs improving across the board 
to lift morale and improve relationships between shop floor and 
management 
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• Let’s go a year without a new strategy and cement what we have 
started.  
• Let’s begin a company that’s committed to Lean manufacturing in a 
considered and strategic way.  
 
I think that each division should be looked at individually - and 
analysed where the short-comings are - and support in areas required 
to make it happen. 
 
Communicate to employees the ‘Strategies’ and what it means to them, also 
its impact on them. Involve employees in drafting Department work plans 
instead of imposing, so a common goal is agreed on at the start. 
 
Link performance to benefits 
Recognition when a task is accomplished. Give credit when due. 
Involvement when work areas are going for process changes. Drive the 
culture from selected individuals and from new employees. 
 
We must involve our employees with any issues related to change 
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Analysed responses of conversation with executive managers  
 
Theme Positive views 
 
Concerns/Challenges 
Assessment of the future “[Manufacturing overseas] is possible 
for plain products, but is not viable for 
printed products where supermarkets 
demand short supply chains and supply 
flexibility” 
“I don’t agree that there’s no hope” 
 
“Where global companies have options, 
they are intolerant [of poor 
performance]” 
“Previous management failed to see that 
it was going to end” 
 
Own assessment of impact and 
effectives of Global manufacturing 
strategy 
 
 “The challenge is how to make the 
strategy relevant” 
“The organisation is not set-up to 
achieve the strategy” 
“The strategy is too tactical. It doesn’t 
look far enough ahead” 
“The strategy was not adequately 
‘tested’ prior to implementation. There 
is a lack of engagement” 
“People are feeling uncomfortable and 
de-skilled” 
“The organisation structure implies 
disjoints and non-alignment. The 
different silo’s don’t get aligned” 
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“Full implementation of the strategy 
would improve the outlook, but the 
fundamental base [of Australian 
manufacturing] is untenable due to 
other lower cost manufacturing options 
and the [Australian] IR climate” 
 “I’m sceptical of our ability to make 
changes to our cost base and labour 
flexibility. We only get minor 
incremental improvements. This isn’t 
enough to assure survival. We need 
innovation. People don’t feel the need 
for change” 
“The only way to make a step change is 
to shutdown and restart somewhere 
else” 
“[We’ve] never had the power to reduce 
inefficiencies” 
Assessment of manufacturing strategy 
survey responses 
 “I expected more divergent views. One 
explanation is that the strategy is 
common sense, another is that it is not 
fundamental enough” 
“[The strategy] is not seen as affecting 
participants” 
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“I wondered if the answers were what 
people thought we wanted to hear. [An 
interpretation is that] we go along with 
what we’re told to do. [Another] is that 
we are protected by a big company”  
“[It] made me think that we need more 
crisis to take more risks and change” 
“It shows how little people have 
thought through what it was saying” 
“It is up to the local level to implement 
[the strategy]” 
“People are unwilling or unable to enact 
the strategy” 
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Identified remedial opportunities “We need to communicate to our people that we aren’t the keeper of our own 
business, but I’m not convinced they’d take it seriously” 
“We need innovation of new products faster than the old stuff goes off-shore” 
“We seem to have lost our innovation emphasis” 
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